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ABSTRACT
MADELINE JEAN HOLBERT: The Role of Women in Gothic Fiction: Horace
Walpole’s The Castle ofOtranto, Matthew Lewis’s The Monk,and Bram Stoker’s
Dracula
(Under the direction of Dr. Ronald Schroeder)
This thesis evaluates the roles women play in Gothic fiction, specifically
Walpole’s The Castle ofOtranto, Lewis’s The Monk, and Stoker’s Dracula. In order to
gather information on this topic, I first read eleven novels fi*om the genre of Gothic
fiction. The following texts are the novels which Dr. Schroeder and I selected for me to
read: Walpole’s The Castle ofOtranto, Radcliffe’s The Italian, Lev^s’s The Monk,
Shelley’s Frankenstein, Bronte’s Wuthering Heights, Maturin’s Melmoth the Wanderer,
Stoker’s Dracula, Levin’s Rosemary’s Baby, and King’s Salem’s Lot. After having read
these novels, I decided on a topic and chose three books on which to focus. Then, I did
research and read a number ofsecondary sources that discussed my three primary texts. I
took notes on the relevant material and wrote my paper from my notes and from my own
views on the novels.
I found that the female characters in Walpole’s The Castle ofOtranto have no
control over their own lives. The daughters, Matilda and Isabella, cannot decide who they
want to marry, or even if they want to marry at all. Similarly, the mother, Hippolita, does
not have any say about her own future or the futures of her two children, Conrad and

Matilda. Finally, the men in the novel, Manfred and Frederic, treat the women in thenlives as property (or as a means to an end), not as people.
In The Monk,I found that Lewis depicts female desire and draws attention to the
difficult situations in which women of his time often found themselves. Lewis also draws
a distinction between “permissible” desire and “insatiable” desire for “inappropriate”
objects. He tells the stories of women,such as Agnes and Marguerite, who experience
appropriate desire and women,such as Donna Rodolpha, whose passion is unquenchable.
Finally, in Stoker’s Dracula, I found that Stoker addresses the Victorian struggle
between traditional, “separate spheres” roles for women and more progressive,“New
Woman” roles for women. Through the character of Mina, he depicts a woman who is
unsure about the changing gender roles but who is also willing to step into the man’s
sphere of the “working world.” Through Lucy, Stoker portrays a woman who does not
attempt to enter the working world but who is a “New Woman” when it comes to her
sexual liberation. In Stoker’s Dracula, the men seem more willing to accept Mina, who
can help them in the working world, than Lucy with her sexual appetite.
In the end, I concluded that, through the female characters in their respective
works, Walpole, Lewis, and Stoker express their concerns about the oppressed position
women experience in their societies and the lack ofcontrol women possess over their
own destinies.
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CHAPTER I
Introduction
Gothic Novel,tales ofthe macabre,fantastic, and supernatural, usually set amid
haunted castles, graveyards, ruins, and wild picturesque landscapes.
-The Concise Oxford Companion to English
Literature
In a paper on the role of women in Gothic fiction, it might seem appropriate to
start with the question: What exactly is Gothic fiction? This question, however, is not
easy to answer. In a strictly historical sense, the term “Gothic” was originally associated
with “the history ofthe northern, Germanic nations whose fierce avowal of the values of
freedom and democracy was claimed as an ancient heritage”(Dotting, Gothic 5). These
warlike northern tribes were opposed to all forms of tyranny and slavery, and they were
popularly attributed with the feat of having brought down the Roman Empire. Roman
tyranny was identified with the Catholic Church, and, thus. Gothic novels in Protestant
European countries often had an anti-Catholic subtext. As Fred Dotting points out in
Gothic, the term Gothic was also “invoked in many political debates, signifying, for a
range of political positions, revolutionary mobs,enlightened radicals and irrational
adherence to tyrannical and superstitious feudal values”(5). The myriad of political
meanings for the word,“Gothic,” illustrates the original ambivalence ofthe term.
However, one thing that seems to be clear is that “Gothic” was initially a derogatory
term, which was used to evoke associations with “the tyranny and barbarity offeudal
times”(5).
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Later the meaning ofthe word “Gothic” evolved to denote an association ^vith the
Middle Ages, with neither a good nor a bad connotation. Thus,“Gothic” came to be used
to describe architecture in the style ofthe Medieval Period, and it was applied to
literature for the first time in 1765 when Horace Walpole included the term as part ofthe
subtitle ofthe second edition of his novel. The Castle ofOtranto (Miall 345). Walpole’s
use ofthe term makes sense considering that he was a fan and advocate of Gothic
architecture and even constructed his mansion. Strawberry Hill, in the style ofa Gothic
castle. He also allowed tourists to explore his unique abode.
Although, it is difficult to define exactly what the term “Gothic” means in relation
to literature, there are certainly specific characteristics which are common to Gothic
fiction, and one ofthese characteristics is the submissive role women tend to play in
Gothic novels. Tracy describes the typical Gothic heroine in the following way:
“Heroines in the early Gothics are indisputably pretty, and although they may ...
discreetly embroider for a convent to supplement the family income, they possess
aristocratic relatives”(106). This description ofthe conventional Gothic heroine is
accurate, especially in relation to the earlier Gothic works, and the heroines of Gothic
novels often suffer the same plot twists. For example,these women are often separated
from their homes and/or families, and they almost always find themselves “pursued
across countryside and/or through subterranean labyrinths by a... villain figure” at some
point in the novel(Homer 115). Frequently the innocent young girl is caught and
imprisoned by her villainous pursuer, and she is always depicted as the potential victim
of his unrestrained desire. In general, Homer describes the roles offemale protagonists in
Gothic fiction the best when he states, “Portrayed usually in relation to contemporary
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notions ofthe proper lady, the heroine demonstrates a passive courage to the face ofsuch
danger, and her behavior sometimes offers a clear contrast to the more energetic
machinations ofother women in the text”(115-116).
The female protagonists in Walpole’s The Castle ofOtranto^ Lewis’s The Monk,
and Bram Stoker’s Dracula are all consistent with Homer’s description ofthe archetypal
Gothic heroine. For example, Isabella, the beautiful young heroine of Walpole’s The
Castle ofOtranto, is pursued by Manfred, who wishes to make her his bride, through
subterraneous passages leading to an adjoining monastery. Isabella’s only family is her
father, and she is separated from him for most ofthe novel. In Lewis’s The Monk,
Antonia is an innocent and beautiful girl whose only remaining family is her mother,the
daughter of a shoemaker. However, it is soon revealed that Antonia’s father was from a
noble family, but Antonia never gets a chance to be reunited with her aristocratic
relatives, as she is murdered and raped by Ambrosio after a long chase through the
underground passages of a convent. Finally, Mina in Bram Stoker’s Dracula is an
attractive and intelligent young woman, who, despite her own resourcefulness, submits to
male authority. However, instead of being chased through secret passages, she and the
other vampire-hunters in the novel pursue Dracula across the countryside. Dracula,
nonetheless, does victimize her and even engages in a macabre marriage ritual wdth the
young heroine.
The female protagonists in The Castle ofOtranto, The Monk,and Dracula,
therefore, all fit into the category of submissive Gothic heroines in some way. Inasmuch
as these women are “Portrayed in relation to contemporary notions ofthe proper lady,”
the female protagonists ofthese Gothic novels can teach readers a great deal about the
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roles women played in society at the time ofthe novels’ publications. The other women
in the novels, such as Donna Rodolpha in The Monk and Lucy in Dracula, also provide
clues as to how women were viewed, and through each author’s treatments ofthe women
in his respective novel, one can determine his feelings about the treatment of women in
his society. Often an author's views about the controversial subject of a woman’s role are
related to his own personal experience.
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CHAPTER II
The Submissive Heroine: The Role of Women in Horace Walpole’s The Castle of
Otranto
EGEUS:
Full of vexation come I, with complaint
Against my child, my daughter Hermia
I beg the ancient privilege of Athens:
As she is mine, I may dispose of her.
Which shall be either to this gentleman
Or to her death, according to our law
Immediately provided in that case.
THESEUS:
What say you, Hermia? Be advised, fair maid.
To you your father should be as a god—
One that composed your beauties, yea, and one
To whom you are but as a form in wax
To leave the figure or disfigure it.
- A Midsummer Night's Dream(Act I, Scene I, Lines 22-51)

On Christmas Eve of 1764, Horace Walpole published the first edition of his only
novel. The Castle ofOtranto(Clergy 247). Because Walpole, who happened to be a
Member of Parliament, feared how his groundbreaking novel would be received, he
initially published his story anonymously and included a preface, in which he claimed
that the text was actually a translation ofa fifteenth-century manuscript. The preface
alludes to two antiquarians: the translator,“William Marshall, Gent.,” who claims that the
story was printed in gothic script in Naples in 1529 and conjectures that it originated at
the time of the Crusades, and the author,“Onuphin Muralto”(perhaps a pun with mural
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equaling wall)(Sage 81). By representing his novel as the translation ofan ancient text,
Walpole protected the work jfrom criticism that such an unrealistic and imaginative story
might encourage error and superstition in readers(Rotting,“Gothic Darkly” 4). As
Rotting points out,“such beliefs were appropriate to the dark ages in which they were
written”(4).
Despite Walpole’s initial concerns about how his novel would be accepted. The
Castle ofOtranto was an immediate popular success (^'Castle ofOtranto, Thef 98).
Thanks to good sales, Walpole published the second edition of his novel in April of 1765
and proclaimed it to be a “new species ofromance”(Walpole qtd. in Clergy 248). It was
to this second edition of The Castle ofOtranto that Walpole attached the subtitle “A
Gothick Story,” and thus a new usage ofthe word “Gothic” in the English language was
bom (Sowerby 15). Since Walpole dubbed his imaginative novel “Gothic” in 1765,
Gothic fiction as a genre has remained popular, as has Walpole’s original gothic tale,
which has run to over one-hundred and fifty editions since its original publication
CCastle ofOtranto, Thef 98).
As one might imagine, Walpole’s The Castle ofOtranto^ as the first Gothic novel,
established many ofthe conventions which have become characteristic ofthe genre as a
whole. Such conventions include the pretense that the author is merely the editor of an
ancient manuscript(as claimed in Walpole’s preface), a medieval setting, the presence of
the supernatural, the theme of usurpation, the discovery ofobscured family relations,
incest, the inclusion of monastic institutions, and the focus on “the victimized, but often
defiant, position of women”(Sage 82). Of all ofthese conventions, Walpole’s treatment
of the female characters in The Castle ofOtranto is among the most surprising and
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revolutionary aspects of his novel, especially considering the social context in which
Walpole was writing. As Clemens points out in Return ofthe Repressed,"'The Castle of
Otranto is a story about family violence, published at a time when the institution of
marriage was receiving considerable public attention”(29).
The public attention to which Clemens is referring in the above quotation is the
passage, ten years prior to the publication of The Castle ofOtranto, ofLord Hardwicke’s
Marriage Act, which prohibited clandestine marriages(32). Clandestine marriage was a
term used to refer to marriages that fulfilled the Church’s legal requirement offree
consent but did not comply with the other requirements of being publicly announced and
conducted. Prior to the Hardwicke Act, these marriages had been treated by the church as
valid and indissoluble unions(Clemens 32). However,during Walpole’s time, there had
been a marked increase in the transfer of property through heiresses, and newly
circulating capital “cut across the lines ofstatus, blurring social distinctions”(Harth 130,
see Clemens 32). These two factors caused many members ofthe aristocracy to feel that
it was necessary to increase the importance placed on primogeniture and their ability to
ensure that they controlled who would inherit their wealth. The Hardwicke Act
stimulated much heated debate, but everyone involved realized that, if passed, the bill
would strengthen parental control over whom their children would marry. In fact, as
Harth points out, the Marriage Act did “reinforce the dependency of both women and the
poor”(Harth 136, see Clemens 33). Walpole himself voted against the Hardwicke Act.
In addition to the Hardwicke Act, cultural conditions were also very repressive for
women once they were married (Clemens 31). For example, in the event ofa separation.
the father always maintained custody ofthe children, unless an alternate agreement was
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reached by mutual consent. The common law courts did not take the father’s character
into consideration, and they maintained that the mother’s rights to visit her child or
communicate with him/her by letter were left entirely up to the father’s discretion.
Furthermore, at the time when The Castle ofOtranto was published, women had almost
no control over their children’s welfares. The fathers, on the other had, were able to direct
their children’s educations, employment,and even marriages without any regard for the
mothers’ wishes or intentions, ifthey so desired. Finally, though men were able to sue for
divorce, no woman made any effort to do so between 1700 and 1801 (Clemens 33).
Thus, Walpole lived in a time when women were treated as second-class citizens.
Walpole himself, however, despite being a member ofthe aristocracy, did not agree with
the subjugated role that women in his society were expected to play. In fact, his
disagreement with the well-accepted ideas about a woman’s place in society in general,
as well as his disapproval ofthe Hardwicke Act specifically, can be seen in his novel. The
Castle ofOtranto. Though the main female characters in The Castle ofOtranto,
Hippolita, Matilda, and Isabella, are extremely submissive and helpless women, who fit
neatly into the contemporary conception of the ideal woman,their subservience and other
“womanly virtues” often come across as comical and actually exacerbate their problems.
Flippolita, the most submissive of Walpole’s female characters in The Castle of
Otranto, is Manfred’s loving and devoted wife. She is good and pious, and, above all
else, she is willing to do anything to please her husband. In short, she is an ideal wife. At
the same time, Manfred knows that his wife is completely submissive to his will, and he
treats her more like a possession than a devoted spouse. Manfred gives no credence to
Flippolita’s opinions, shows no concern for her feelings or welfare, and sees her primarily
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as an annoyance. In fact, Walpole makes Hippolita’s subservient

and insignificant role in

her marriage to Manfred clear from early on in the novel. In the second paragraph of his
story, when discussing the circumstances under which Conrad, Manfred’s sole, sickly
son, intends to marry the lovely Isabella, Walpole writes,
Hippolita, his wife, an amiable lady, did sometimes venture to represent
the danger of marrying their only son so early, considering his great youth,
and greater infirmities; but she never received any other answer than
reflections on her own sterility, who had given him but one heir.(11)
Thus, in Hippolita’s first appearance in the novel, her opinion is being completely
disregarded by her husband, who responds to her legitimate concerns about her son’s
welfare with personal, insensitive attacks about her inability to provide him with multiple
sons. Also, in this quotation, it is important to note that Hippolita is described as amiable,
an adjective that implies her agreeability and willingness to comply with her husband’s
v^ll. Furthermore, it is also significant that Manfred blames his wife for the fact that they
were only able to conceive one male child. He does not consider that his own sterility
may be responsible for his lack of heirs.
Thus, when evaluating Hippolita’s role in The Castle ofOtranto, it is important to
take into consideration the way her husband treats her in addition to her own actions.
Manfred disregards Hippolita’s opinions,shows no concern for her welfare, behaves
insensitively towards her, and treats her as a possession. For example, when a giant
falling helmet crushes Conrad on his wedding day, Manfred directs his servants to “Take
care of the Lady Isabella”(Walpole 14). He shows no interest in the welfare of his wife
or his daughter, Matilda, only in the well-being of Conrad’s fiancee. Ofcourse, the most
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potent example of Manfred’s mistreatment ofhis wife occurs shortly after this incident
when, desperate for an heir, he decides to divorce the devoted Hippolita and marry
Isabella. Manfred does not consider his wife’s feelings when making this life-altering
decision, nor does he even consult with her. He simply makes up his mind and summons
Isabella, to whom he exclaims,“Curse on Hippolita! Forget her from this moment,as I
do”(Walpole 20). In this instance, it is clear that Manfred thinks of Hippolita only as one
of his many possessions, an unfeeling object that can be replaced when it no longer
serves its purpose. Furthermore, after Isabella, repulsed by Manfred’s proposition, flees
from him, Manfred goes in search of her and runs across Hippolita. Hippolita, who has
not seen her beloved husband since the death of her son, runs to embrace him, but
Manfred “rudely” pushes her away and demands coldly,“Where is Isabella?”(Walpole
34). At this juncture, Hippolita, of course, has no idea that Manfred intends to divorce
her. Finally, when Father Jerome comes to bring news to the family of Isabella’s arrival
at the abbey of St. Nicholas, Manfred declares,“That is no business of Hippolita, let us
retire to my chamber. Father, and inform me how she came thither”(Walpole 47-8).
When the Friar objects, Manfred goes on to exclaim,“If you have aught to say attend me
to my chamber; I do not use to let my wife be acquainted with the secret affairs of my
state; they are not within a woman’s province”(Walpole 48). These examples are just a
few of the many instances in The Castle ofOtranto when Manfred behaves rudely to his
wife and treats her as an object, not a person.
In The Castle ofOtranto, Hippolita’s complete devotion to Manfred and her total
submission to his will, however, are even more disturbing than Manfred’s mistreatment
of her. The earliest example of Hippolita’s selfless dedication to her husband occurs after
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Conrad’s death. When Hippolita finally comes to after having fainted, her first thought is
of Manfred. Walpole writes, “[Hippolita] amidst the transports of her own sorrow
frequently demanded news of her lord, would have dismissed her attendants to watch
over him, and at last enjoined Matilda to leave her, and visit and comfort her father”(17).
This example is just one of many in The Castle ofOtranto in which Hippolita thinks only
of her husband despite his harsh treatment of her. However, Hippolita’s concern for her
husband and her willingness to sacrifice for his happiness, though a bit extreme at times,
are not altogether shocking or destructive in themselves. What is infinitely worse is her
misplaced value system, in which she is more concerned for her husband than her own
children and is willing to sacrifice their happiness for his. Furthermore, Hippolita’s
willingness to comply with her husband’s decisions, even when they are clearly immoral
and detrimental to others, is also disturbing.
Early in The Castle ofOtranto, Hippolita states outright her preference for her
husband over her children. As noted above, Hippolita sends Matilda to comfort Manfred
after Conrad’s death. Manfred rudely declines to see Matilda, and she returns to inform
her mother that Manfred is doing well but does not wish to see anyone. Hippolita refuses
to believe her own daughter, accuses her oflying, and states, “Raise me, my maidens; I
will, I will see my Lord. Bear me to him instantly: he is dearer to me even than my
children”(Walpole 18). As shocking as this assertion is, Hippolita’s actions later in the
novel are even more troubling. For example, after Hippolita learns from Isabella that
Manfred plans to divorce her, Hippolita instantly forbids Matilda to say anything
negative about her father. She warns Matilda,“and not a murmur,I charge thee.
Remember, he is thy father still!”(Walpole 100). Then, instead of attempting to oppose
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Manfred’s incestuous plan to many the young woman whom Manfred himself had
referred to as his child, Hippolita takes steps that could facilitate their marriage. She
determines,
perhaps the sacrifice of myself may atone for all; I will go and offer
myselfto this divorce—it boots not what becomes of me. I will withdraw
into the neighboring monastery, and waste the remainder oflife in prayers
and tears for my child and—^the prince.(Walpole 100)
Finally, Hippolita then goes on to encourage Matilda and Isabella to accept their fates and
obey their fathers’ wills, no matter how unhappy it may make them. Walpole describes
the scene when she gives her unfortunate children advice in the following maimer:
“My lovely children,” said the touched Hippolita,“your tenderness
overpowers me—^but I must not give way to it. It is not ours to make
election for ourselves: heaven, our fathers, and our husbands must decide
for us. Have patience until you hear what Manfred and Frederic have
determined. Ifthe Marquis accepts Matilda’s hand, I know she will readily
obey. Heaven may interpose and prevent the rest. What means my child?”
continued she, seeing Matilda fall at her feet with a flood ofspeechless
tears

But no; answer me not, my daughter: I must not hear a word

against the pleasure ofthy father.”(Walpole 101)
Thus, Hippolita makes it clear that, in her opinion, her chief obligation is to her husband,
and she is willing to do whatever is necessary to please him. She also advises Matilda and
Isabella to resign themselves to his will.
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It is apparent form Manfred’s treatment of Hippolita and her own actions in The
Castle ofOtranto that Hippolita embodies the eighteenth-century ideal ofthe perfect
wife. She is loving, devoted, and completely subservient to her husband in all matters.
However, it is also clear from Walpole’s portrayal of her that he did not agree that she
was, in fact, the perfect woman. First, Hippolita’s name in itself gives a clue to her
character. All of the other main characters in the novel have names that fall into one of
two classes: the members ofthe usurping family, Manfred, Matilda, and Conrad, all have
Germanic names, and the members ofthe rightful ruling family, Alfonso, Isabella, and
Theodore, all have Italian names(Crook 64). Hippolita, on the other hand, is an
exception. Her name is Greek in origin, and it is also a reference to Shakespeare, who,as
Hogle points out, was one of Walpole’s main sources(“Counterfeit” 263). Thus, it is
certainly significant that Manfred’s wife shares a name with Theseus’s wife, the
conquered queen of the Amazons, m A Midsummer-Night's Dream. Hence, by naming
Hippolita after the ruler of a conquered race, Walpole implies that, though Hippolita may
fit into her contemporaries’ concept ofthe ideal submissive wife, she is not an ideal
person but merely an ideal captive.
In addition to Hippolita’s name,there are many other clues that Walpole
sees Hippolita’s subservience as a deficiency. As Clemens observes,“In Walpole’s
ground-breaking work ... there is a strong sense that Hippolita’s slavish devotion to her
husband and to patriarchal law is a gross violation of a more fundamental natural law,
one that promotes the health and survival ofthe young”(38). This viewpoint is validated
when one considers Hippolita’s statement that her husband is dearer to her than her own
children in light of Matilda’s tragic murder at the hands of her own father near the end of
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The Castle ofOtranto. Clearly, Walpole is attempting to point out that Hippolita’s
misplaced values lead to her failure to protect her children, both of whom could have
been saved if she had opposed Manfred’s will and looked out for their best interests.
Finally, Father Jerome’s assertion that he “dread(s) Hippolita’s unbounded submission to
the will of her Lord” is certainly an opinion that Walpole intends for his readers to share
(Clemens 37).
Matilda, Manfred’s and Hippolita’s daughter, is less submissive than her mother
is, but she still understands that her role as a daughter is to obey her parents. For example.
when Matilda learns of Conrad’s death,she immediately puts aside her own grief in order
to endeavor to comfort her mother. Walpole describes Matilda’s reaction in the following
manner,“Matilda, who doted on her mother, smothered her own grief and amazement,
and thought of nothing but assisting and comforting her afflicted parent”(14). Matilda’s
total concern for her mother mirrors Hippolita’s immediate apprehension for Manfred.
Similarly, when Hippolita points out that Manfred is unlikely to allow Matilda to marry a
man so poor as Theodore, Matilda agrees to give him up, but she pleads not to be forced
to marry Frederic, Isabella’s father. Matilda implores,“I can quit Theodore, but must I
wed another? Let me attend me to the altar, and shut myselffrom the world forever”
(Walpole 103). She also states that she will not marry Frederic until her mother
commands that she do so(102). Thus,though Matilda does not always succumb to her
parents’ wishes, such as when she frees Theodore, she clearly understands that it is her
place to do as she is told.
However,in the larger context of Matilda’s role in Walpole’s The Castle of
Otranto, the way she is treated by her father is more important than the way she behaves.
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Indeed, Walpole makes it clear that Manfred only begins to value Matilda when he
realizes that she can be used as a bargaining chip to help him achieve his goal ofgaining
Frederic’s consent to marry Isabella. In fact, the first two sentences ofthe novel state
outright Manfred’s lack of interest in his daughter. They read.
Manfred, Prince of Otranto, had one son and one daughter: the latter, a
most beautiful virgin aged eighteen, was called Matilda. Conrad, the son,
was three years younger, a homely youth, sickly, and of no promising
disposition; yet he was the darling of his father, who never showed any
symptom of affection to Matilda.(Walpole 11)
It is clear from this description of Manfred’s two children that Matilda is the more
promising of the two, but Manfred sees no value in her because she is female and,
therefore, cannot inherit his principality.
As the story proceeds, there are many examples of Manfred’s lack ofconcern for
his daughter. For instance, when Matilda goes to comfort her father at Hippolita’s
request, she “tremble[s] at his austerity,” and,judging by his response, her anxiety is
certainly well founded (Walpole 17). Manfred makes his feelings for Matilda clear when
he responds to her concern by exclaiming,“Begone! I do not want a daughter”(18).
Despite his lack of interest in Matilda early on in the novel, Manfred realizes that having
such an attractive daughter can be an asset when he observes that Frederic has become
enchanted with her. Nonetheless, this realization does not result in Manfred’s treating
Matilda more lovingly. Instead, he offers her to Frederic in exchange for Frederic’s
daughter, Isabella. Ofcourse, Manfred does not consult with his daughter about his
choice for her future husband, nor does he care what her feelings about the matter may
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be. Manjfred plainly sees his daughter much as he sees his wife, that is, as his property. In
fact, the only time that Manfred actually expresses any concern for Matilda occurs after
he has mistaken her for Isabella and murdered her, and,even then, it is imcertain if he
grieves for the loss of his daughter or the loss of his kingdom.
The final major female character in Walpole’s The Castle ofOtranto is Isabella,
and she is really the heroine ofthe novel. In fact, Isabella is the prototype upon which
most future Gothic heroines are based. She is beautiful and chaste, and she is put in the
terrifying position of having to flee fi*om Manfred through subterranean passages to the
adjoining convent(Sage 81). Ofthe three female main characters, Isabella is the least
submissive. She defiantly refuses Manfred’s advances and takes her own destiny into her
hands by seizing upon her one opportunity to escape. Furthermore, at one point, Walpole
states outright that “Isabella was too recently acquainted with parental authority to submit
to its decisions,” and this assessment is confirmed when Isabella explains to Hippolita
and Matilda that, even if her father compels her to, she will not marry Manfred. Isabella
states, “But should he command it; can a father enjoin a cursed act? I was contracted to
the son, can I wed the father? No, madam,no; force should not drag me to Manfred s
hated bed. I loathe him”(Walpole 100). Thus,Isabella is clearly the least subservient of
the three women, and, significantly, she is also the only one ofthe three whose situation
is favorable at the end ofthe novel.
Despite the fact that Isabella is slightly more independent than either
Hippolita or Matilda, it is still apparent from her situation that she has relatively little
control over her life. For example,the first paragraph of The Castle ofOtranto contains
the following information about Isabella: “Manfred had contracted a marriage for his son
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with the Marquis of Vicenza’s daughter, Isabella; and she had already been delivered by
her guardians into the hands of Manfred”(Walpole 11). The language in this passage
virtually implies that Isabella is a piece of property, such as a table or a vase, which has
been purchased and delivered. Furthermore, if it is not apparent from this description,
Walpole makes it clear later that Isabella had no say in the choice ofa husband for her.
Describing Isabella’s feelings upon learning ofthe death of Conrad, Walpole writes,“She
felt no concern for the death of young Conrad, except commiseration; and she was not
sorry to be delivered from a marriage which had promised her little felicity, either from
her destined bridegroom, or from the severe temper of Manfred”(14).
In addition to her contracted marriage, both Manfred and her father also treat
Isabella more like property than a person on other occasions in The Castle ofOtranto. For
example, as mentioned earlier, after Conrad’s death, Manfred proposes to Isabella by
saying.
Lady, you have missed a husband undeserving of your charms. They shall
now be better disposed of. Instead of a sickly boy, you shall have a
husband in the prime of his age, who will know how to value your
beauties, and who may expect a numerous offspring.(Walpole 20)
This proposal clearly does not offer Isabella a choice in the matter. Additionally,
when Father Jerome informs Manfred that Isabella has taken sanctuary, Manfred insists
upon her return. He cries, I am her parent and demand her’”(Walpole 50). Similarly,
Frederic, who initially is warned about Isabella’s perilous situation in a dream, goes to
Otranto to reclaim her. However, when he becomes enchanted with Matilda, he, much
like Manfred, begins to see Isabella not as his daughter, but as a means to an end.
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Frederic wants Matilda,and Manfred makes it apparent that he will only allow their
union if Frederic will consent to his marriage with Isabella. After some consideration,
Frederic decides he is willing to make this trade and sacrifice his daughter’s happiness for
his own.
In conclusion, in his novel. The Castle ofOtranto, Walpole’s three main female
characters have no say in their own futures. Hippolita is not allowed to have any voice
when it comes to decisions concerning her children’s welfare, and Matilda and Isabella
cannot even choose whom they will marry. In short, the men in their lives treat them all
like property. The maidservant, Bianca, sums up their situation perfectly when she
addresses Matilda’s concern about Manfred’s treatment of Hippolita. Bianca explains,
“Oh! Madam ... all men use their wives so, when they are weary ofthem ....[Y]our
mother ... knows that a bad husband is better than no husband at all”(Walpole 38; see
Clemens 37). From this statement, it is apparent both that there are not very many
opportunities for women,and that Hippolita’s situation is not unique.
Walpole did not agree with the subjugated role of women in his society, and, in
The Castle ofOtranto, the role the women characters in the novel play is obviously meant
as a criticism of contemporary attitudes and practices. For example, Isabella and
Matilda’s inability to choose their own husbands and their fathers’ self-serving choices
clearly address the implications ofthe recently passed Marriage Act. In the stories of
these two women, Walpole communicates his fear that, in a male-dominated society
where women are treated as second class-citizens, one cannot reasonably expect that
fathers will always act in the best interests oftheir daughters. Similarly, Hippolita’s lack
of control over the lives of her children and the destructive choices made by Manfred,
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which result in the deaths of both Matilda and Conrad, illustrate the fact that the current
laws, which put fathers in full control over their children’s educations, employments, and
marriages, needed to be revised. In the end of Walpole’s novel, the walls of Manfred’s
male-dominated society literally come crashing down around him,and Walpole fears that
the male dominated society in which he lives might suffer the same fate if women are not
treated with greater respect and allowed to make their own decisions.
As Clemens points out in her Return ofthe Repressed,“Walpole’s personal
family background also supports the idea of a feminine bias informing The Castle of
Otranto'^(38). She then explains that Walpole’s father, Sir Robert Walpole, was prime
minister of England from 1715 to 1717 and 1721 to 1742. Walpole was bom in 1717,
and, thus, his father was prime minister from the time Walpole was four years old until
the time he was twenty-five. As Walpole’s father was too busy campaigning and running
the country to spend much time with Walpole as a young child, Walpole was much closer
with his mother. In fact, Walpole believed that his mother had a “strong maternal
attachment to him,” which he believed resulted from her concern about his “delicate
health,” and he described her feelings toward him as “extreme fondness”(Clemens 38).
Walpole’s mother, Catherine, died in 1737, and Catherine’s death left Sir Robert free to
marry “his long-time and publicly recognized mistress, who had for many years received
more of Sir Robert Walpole’s personal attention than his wife had”(38). Though there
was speculation that Catherine Walpole also engaged in extramarital affairs, Walpole was
always a bit resentful of Sir Robert’s treatment of his beloved mother. Thus, Walpole’s
strong bond with his mother and his disapproval of his father’s publicly disrespectful
treatment of her provide further support for the theory that, in his The Castle ofOtranto,

Holbert20

Walpole sought to address his concerns about the negative consequences of women’s
subjugated role in society.

I
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CHAPTER III
Female Desire in Matthew Lewis’s The Monk
Those who restrain desire do so because theirs is weak enough to be restrained,
and the restraint(or reason) usurps its place and governs the unwilling.
-The Voice ofthe Devil from Blake’s The Marriage
ofHeaven and Hell(1790)
At the age oftwenty-one, Matthew Lewis had his first novel. The Monk,
published anonymously by Joseph Bell(Summers 210). Lewis wrote The Monk, which
appeared in March of 1796, after reading Ann Radcliffe’s Mysteries ofUdolpho
(Davenport-Hines 147, 180). In the writing of his first novel, Lewis also drew on other
influences, such as the German techniques ofSchauerromantik(“shudder” or “quiver
novel”) and Sturm und Drang(Storm and Stress) literature, which were popular on the
Continent at the time (180). Richard Davenport-Hines, in Gothic: Four Hundred Years of
Excess, Horror, Evil and Ruin, touches on Lewis’s use of German techniques in The
Monk when he describes it by saying,“German macabre wasjoined with a sadistic
sensuality to produce a novel that was scurrilous, comic and disgusting as well as both
allegory and pastiche”(180).
Even though Davenport-Hines is certainly correct when he characterizes The
Monk as “scurrilous,” Lewis’s novel was, at first, well received. As Woodfield points out,
“Early reviewers treated Lewis’s anonymous novel as just another clever example ofthe
debased Gothic genre”(582). However,the real scandal came about when Lewis, much
as Walpole had done before him, made the mistake of proudly announcing both his
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authorship and his recent election to Parliament on the title page ofthe second edition of
The Monk (Trott 146). History repeated itself, and the previously well-received novel and
its author became the targets of much severe criticism.
Coleridge was one of the first reviewers to criticize Lewis’s The Monk after the
release of its second edition in October of 1796(Clemens 60). In the Critical Review,
Coleridge condemned Lewis’s novel for being “voluptuous, corrupting, obscene and
complacent”(Davenport-Hines 185). However,it was notjust the content of Lewis’s
novel that offended Coleridge. In fact, what was really shocking to both Coleridge and
other critics was the fact that a person such as Lewis, who was a man ofrank and wealth
as well as a member of a law-making body, would deign to write something that they
considered to be “vice-ridden and blasphemous circulating library ‘trash’”(Woodfield
582).
Coleridge, however, was not among the most extreme of Lewis’s critics. While he
simply accused Lewis ofimpiety and blasphemy, others actually urged that legal action
be taken against the young author and politician. For example, Mathias called for Lewis’s
prosecution, declaring, “I believe this seventh chapter of volume two is actionable at
Common Law”(qtd. in Parreaux 109). Apparently, Mathias was not the only one who
felt this way, and, approximately a year after The Monk's initial publication, a society for
the suppression of vice compelled the Attorney-General to seek an injunction restraining
the novel’s sale (Davenport-Hines 185). However, when faced with the possibility of
prosecution, Lewis instead opted to release a revised and expurgated fourth edition of his
novel(Woodfield 582). In this watered-down version of his controversial text, released in
February 1798, Lewis either deleted or replaced all of the “indecent” diction, eliminating
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the word “lust,” replacing “ravisher” with “betrayer,” and substituting “what should be
shame” for prostitution (Davenport-Hines 185). He also removed all ofthe references to
physical love or desire and deleted a large portion ofthe story altogether, including the
scene in which Ambrosio rapes Antonia and the concluding scene of Ambrosio’s slow
and painful death (Clemens 63). In the end, the controversy that arose as a result of
Matthew Lewis’s The Monk was so great that the novel did not appear in an
unexpurgated edition from 1797 to 1950.
It is clear from the contemporary reviews of and reactions to The Monk that
Lewis’s novel was anything but conventional(Trott 147). On the contrary, it was
revolutionary in many ways. As Trott points out, The Monk is a far departure from
Radcliffe’s novels, which had dominated the genre of gothic fiction since it achieved
popularity in England after the French Revolution (Mitchell 621). Trott writes, “T/ze
Monk offers a far more unbuttoned version of Gothic than the mix of sentimental
romance and explained supematuralism which had defined the genre under Radcliffe”
(147). Indeed, the innovative and rebellious aspects of Lewis’s novel have made it an
important novel in the history of English fiction, for even though it only took Lewis ten
weeks to write The Monk,as many scholars have noted, it has permanently altered Gothic
writing (Miles 41).
One ofthe ways in which Matthew Lewis’s The Monk differs from the other
literature ofthe time lies in his portrayal ofthe women in the novel. The text is
revolutionary in that Lewis recognizes, depicts, and legitimizes female desire. In
addition, like Walpole, Lewis addresses the importance ofthe role mothers play in
society as well as the problems faced by women in his time. Lewis’s acknowledgement
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offemale desire can be seen in the young female characters in the novel, such as Antonia
and Agnes, as well as through some ofthe older women,including Leonella and Donna
Rodolpha. Furthermore, Lewisjuxtaposes Antonia and Ambrosio to illustrate the
important part mothers play in raising children to be moral and beneficial members of
society. Finally, The Monk's depiction ofthe difficult situations in which Elvira, Agnes,
and Marguerite find themselves in the novel evidences Lewis’s understanding ofthe
problems associated with the second-class roles to which women were confined in his
society.
As mentioned earlier, in Radcliffe’s novels, which dominated the Gothic genre in
Lewis’s time, the heroines are completely chaste, innocent, and virtuous. They do
everything in their power to protect their prized virtue from their sundry ravenous
pursuers and seem to have no desires oftheir own.In The Monk, however, Lewis’s
female characters are more realistic. Lewis does not divide the women in his novel into
the two conventional categories of virgins and whores. Instead, most of his characters fall
somewhere in-between. Furthermore, it is important to remember that in The Monk first
appearances are often deceiving, and even the most innocent of Lewis’s female
characters express some evidence of having sexual desires oftheir own.
Of all the female characters in The Monk, Antonia most closely resembles the
heroines of Radcliffe’s novels. She is pure and innocent, and Lewis makes sure that the
reader recognizes these qualities in her from the very beginning ofthe novel. For
example, in the opening scene in which the people of Madrid gather to hear Ambrosio
speak, Antonia, unlike the other women present at the event, initially refuses to unveil
herself(Lewis 11). Then, when Antonia hears that the citizens of Madrid esteem
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Ambrosio to be a Saint because “He knows not what consists the difference of Man and
Woman,” she exclaims,“Does that make a Saint? Bless me! Then am I one?”(17).
However, despite the fact that Antonia’s mother, Elvira, edited the Bible to remove all
the passages she deemed to be inappropriate for her young daughter, Lewis explains to
the reader that Antonia does have some latent desires, even ifshe herself is not aware of
them. He makes this fact clear when Ambrosio asks Antonia ifshe has ever seen the man
she would desire for a husband. Antonia vehemently denies that she has, but the narrator
comments that “This was an untmth, but She was unconscious ofits falsehood: She knew
not the nature of her sentiments for Lorenzo”(260).
After Antonia, Agnes, the heroine ofthe long and complex sub-plot that occupies
one-third of The Monk's total length, is probably the female character that most closely
resembles Radcliffe’s virtuous heroines. Overall, she is good-hearted and virtuous, but,
unlike Antonia, she is aware of her desires and even acts upon them. However,the reader
is inclined to forgive Agnes for her misdeeds when he/she leams ofthe unfortunate
circumstances of Agnes’s life, as related by her noble lover, Don Ra>miond. Agnes’s
troubles began before she was even bom, when her mother, Donna Inesilla, became
gravely ill while pregnant with Agnes. Being extremely superstitious, Donna Inesilla
made the following vow: “if She recovered from her malady, the Child then living in her
bosom if a Girl should be dedicate to St. Clare, ifa Boy to St. Benedict”(Lewis 131).
Donna Inesilla’s prayers were answered, and she recovered. Thus, Agnes was destined
from birth for the convent.
In order to hide Donna Inesilla’s vow from family members who were inclined to
object, such as Lorenzo and the Duke of Medina Celi, Agnes was sent to live with her
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aunt, Donna Rodolpha,in Germany and to be educated in a nearby convent.
Unfortunately for Agnes, however, she soon discovered during the time of her education
at the convent that she was not inclined toward a monastic life. Don Ra)mond describes
her experiences at the convent in the following manner:
A secret instinct made the young Recluse sensible that She was not bom
for solitude: In all the freedom of youth and gaiety She scrupled not to
treat as ridiculous many ceremonies, which the Nuns regarded with awe;
and She was never more happy than when her lively imagination inspired
her with some scheme to plague the stiff Lady Abbess, or the ugly illtempered old Portoress. She looked with disgust upon the prospect before
her, and She submitted to the decree of her Parents, though not without
secret repining.(131)
When Don Raymond, who is staying in Germany with Agnes’s aunt and uncle, learns of
her situation, he vows to save her from her fate, which he describes as “so contrary to her
inclinations, and ill-suited to her merit”(132). Don Raymond, who is traveling imder the
pseudonym of Alphonso (probably a reference to The Castle ofOtranto), soon falls in
love with Agnes, and Agnes reciprocates. She, unlike Antonia, is not only aware of her
feelings for Don Raymond, but she also makes these feelings known to him and
acknowledges her inclination to give in to her desires. She implores Don Raymond,
Be generous, Alphonso; You possess my heart, but use not the gift
ignobly. Employ not your ascendancy over me in persuading me to take a
step, at which I should hereafter have to blush ... . Instead of seducing me
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to an action which would cover me with shame,strive rather to gain the
affections ofthose who govern me.(132)
Thus, in the above quotation, Agnes beseeches Don Raymond to use his influence with
her aunt and uncle to obtain her hand in marriage, instead oftaking advantage of his
power over her and persuading her to elope.
Agnes’s misfortune, however, continues when her plan backfires and Donna
Rodolpha falls in love with Don Raymond. When the Baroness learns that her beloved
Alphonso is not in love v^th her but, instead, desires to marry her yoimg niece, Donna
Rodolpha vows that her rival shall “suffer every torment, which jealousy and
disappointment can inflict”(Lewis 137). After this conversation with Agnes’s aunt, Don
Raymond feels desperate and observes that “The superstition ofthe Parents of Agnes,
aided by her Aunt’s unfortunate passion, seemed to oppose such obstacles to our union as
were almost insurmountable”(137). In this seemingly hopeless situation, Agnes and Don
Raymond decide to adopt extreme measures. Agnes succumbs to her desire to be with her
lover despite her parents’ and aunt's wishes, and she and Don Raymond concoct an
elaborate plan to elope (Dotting, Gothic 77).
Once again, Agnes and Don Raymond are unlucky, and their elopement attempt
fails. Agnes is left believing that Don Raymond failed to keep his promise and resigns
herself to a life ofisolation at St. Clare’s convent. However, Don Raymond and Agnes’s
paths do cross again. After a long period of illness and a lot of searching, Don Raymond
discovers that Agnes has taken the veil at St. Clare’s, and he manages to disguise himself
and get a job as a gardener at the convent. After weeks of clandestine meetings, Agnes
finally succumbs to her desires, and, in a moment of passion, she breaks her vows and
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loses her virginity to Don Raymond. As Clemens points out, Lewis takes care to ensure
that the reader understands that Agnes is not “just a passive victim of her lover’s
unbridled passion”(79), Instead, both Don Raymond and Agnes, when describing the
event, imply that she was equally culpable. Agnes, when pleading with Ambrosio for his
secrecy, uses the active voice to describe the moment of weakness when she gave in to
her desires. She explains,“in an unguarded moment I violated my vows of Chastity”
(Lewis 47). Similarly, Don Raymond later describes his and Agnes’s brief sexual
encounter to Lorenzo, Agnes’s brother, as “oi/r momentary lapse from virtue”(Lewis 190
qtd. in Clemens 79; Clemens’s emphasis). Ofcourse, Agnes and Don Raymond’s one fall
from virtue results in Agnes’s pregnancy, and many horrors ensue.
Thus, on multiple occasions in the subplot, Agnes shows that she too is subject to
passion. She meets with Don Raymond alone, she confesses to him that she loves him,
she discusses marriage with him even though she knows that she is promised to St. Clare,
she decides to elope with him,and,finally, she breaks her vow of chastity with him in the
garden of her convent. However, Agnes is not the only woman in the sub-plot who shows
evidence of desire. In the above summary of Agnes and Don Ra5nnond s escapades,
Donna Rodolpha shares Agnes’s passion for Don Raymond, whom she knows as
Alphonso. In Return ofthe Repressed, Valdine Clemens accurately describes Donna
Rodolpha as a “vengeful and destructive ... aging woman whose sexual(or romantic)
desires are unabated”(80).
In his efforts to curry Donna Rodolpha’s favor, Don Raymond does everything in
his power to please her, and one of her most frequent requests is that he read to her from
her extensive library. Don Raymond describes Donna Rodolpha’s collection of books as
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being composed primarily of old Spanish Romances,and he relates that she often wished
for him to read to her for several hours a day. He then goes on to explain that the
Baroness soon began to show him such marked partiality that he and Agnes decided that
the moment was right for him to confess their mutual passion to her aunt. However, when
Don Raymond carefiilly tries to broach the subject with Donna Rodolpha,the married
Baroness mistakenly assumes that she is the object ofDon Ra3rmond’s desire. She
responds to what she believes to be Don Raymond’s proposal in the following way:
Ah! Don Alphonso, I have long perceived to whom your attentions were
directed, but till now I perceived not the impression which they made
upon my heart. At length I can no longer hide my weakness either fi*om
myself or from you. I yield to the violence of my passion, and own,that I
adore you! For three long months I stifled my desires; But grown stronger
by resistance, I submit to their impetuosity. Pride, fear, and honour,
respect for myself, and my engagements to the Baron, all are vanquished. I
sacrifice them to my love for you, and it still seems to me that I pay too
mean a price for your procession.(Lewis 135)
Thus, Donna Rodolpha is clearly one ofthe strongest examples offemale desire in The
Monk. She reads mainly romances, harbors feelings for a young man,indulges her
feelings by spending hours alone with him and encouraging his attentions, and announces
her feelings for him at the first hint that he reciprocates her affections.
Donna Rodolpha’s supernatural counterpart, Beatrice, is yet another example of
female desire in the subplot of Matthew Lewis’s intricate novel(Clemens 80). After
Donna Rodolpha learns that her rival for Don Raymond’s attention is none other than her
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own niece, she immediately arranges for Agnes to return to Spain and take the veil. In
order to prevent this step from being taken, Agnes and Don Raymond concoct a plan for
Agnes to dress up as the Bleeding Nun,a specter who is purported to haunt the Castle of
Lindenberg on the fifth of May of every fifth year(Lewis 141). However,the young
lovers’ plan to elope fails because Don Raymond accidentally absconds with the actual
Bleeding Nun, Beatrice, instead of his intended target, Agnes dressed as the Bleeding
Nun. Beatrice then haunts Don Raymond, who turns out to be one of her descendents,
until the Wandering Jew shows up and tells Don Raymond how to rid himself of his
nightly otherworldly visitor.
In order to help Don Ra)anond understand what he must do to pacify Beatrice’s
ghost, the Wandering Jew tells Don Raymond the Bleeding Nun’s story(Clemens 82).
He explains that Beatrice, a female transgressor from Raymond’s familial past, found
herself in a situation very similar to Agnes’s present predicament(Botting, Gothic 78).
Her parents forced her into monastic life at an early age, but her temperament was not
well suited for a life of isolation(Clemens 82). The Wandering Jew relates that, as she
grew older, her warm and voluptuous character” began to develop, and Beatrice
“abandoned herselffreely to the impulse ofher passions, and seized the first opportunity
to procure their gratification”(Lewis 173). This opportunity came in the form of Baron
Lindenberg, and the Bleeding Nun ran off with him and lived in his castle as his
concubine for several months. However, Beatrice was not long satisfied with one lover,
und, as the Wondering Jew explains.
Soon after her arrival at the Castle, the Baron’s younger Brother attracted
her notice by his strong-marked features, gigantic Stature, and Herculean
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limbs. She was not ofa humour to keep her inclinations long unknown ...
. He returned her passion just sufficiently to increase it; and when He had
worked it up to the desired pitch. He fixed the price ofhis love at his
Brother’s murder.(174)
The story continues that Beatrice stabbed the baron as he slept in their bed, and the
baron’s brother then, in turn, stabbed Beatrice with the same dagger(Lewis 174). Thus,
as a result of her passions, Beatrice became the Bleeding Nun,and, as result ofhis
relation to her(she was the great aunt of Don Raymond de las Cistemas’s grandfather),
Don Ra)anond must fulfill her deathly desire that her bones be given an honorable burial
in the family plot.
In addition to Agnes, Donna Rodolpha, and Beatrice, yet another woman, whom
Don Raymond encounters in The Monk's subplot, gets into trouble because of her desires.
Marguerite is actually the first passionate woman with whom Don Raymond crosses
paths while traveling under the pseudonym of Alphonso. Don Ra)miond meets
Marguerite when his carriage breaks down near her dwelling, and her husband, Baptiste,
invites him to stay the night until his carriage can be repaired. Initially, Don Raymond
strongly dislikes Marguerite, and he explains his first impression of her by saying:
A louring gloom overspread her countenance; and it bore such visible
marks ofrancour and ill-will, as could not escape being noticed by the
most inattentive Observer. Her every look and action expressed discontent
and impatience, and the answers which She gave Baptiste, when He
reproached her good-humouredly for her dissatisfied air, were tart, short.
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and cutting. In fine, I conceived at first sight, equal disgust for her, and
prepossession in favour of her Husband.(Lewis 100)
This episode, however, is just one ofthe many instances in Lewis’s novel where first
impressions can be deceiving. Don Raymond comes to like Marguerite much better, and
to despise Baptiste, after he hears her tragic story and learns the reasons for her gloomy
expression and apparent discontent.
After hinting to Don Raymond that he and her husband’s other guests(one of
whom is Donna Rodolpha)are in eminent danger by making his bed with bloodstained
sheets. Marguerite gets a chance to explain to Don Raymond how she came to be married
to a bandit and murderer(Williams 70). She recounts that she came from a respectable
family, but fell in love with a villain, for whom she left her parents. Marguerite goes on
to say,“Yet though my passions over-powered my virtue, I sank not into that degeneracy
of vice, but too commonly the lot of Women who make the first false step. I loved my
Seducer; dearly loved him!”(Lewis 122). The story continues that Marguerite’s lover fell
in with Baptiste’s gang, and when he died, the unfortunate woman became Baptiste’s
property. Baptiste then proceeded to rape her, hold her hostage, and force her to help in
almost-nightly murders by threatening the lives of her children. Hence, Marguerite is yet
one more example ofa female character in the sub-plot who shows evidence of desire,
and she, like Beatrice and Agnes, ends up in a horrific situation because she succumbed
to her passion.
In addition to the women ofthe subplot and Antonia, Lewis depicts female desire
in another character in The Monk. As Leonella explains near the beginning ofthe novel,
Antonia’s mother, Elvira, married against the wishes of her husband’s family. Leonella
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relates that as a young girl her sister, Elvira,the daughter ofa shoemaker,fell in love
with the son ofa nobleman. Since the nobleman’s father did not approve of Elvira, the
young couple mamed in secret. However, when the nobleman’s father found out about
their mamage three years later, Elvira and her husband were forced to flee from Spain
and leave behind their two-year-old son(Clemens 73). Elvira’s situation was then further
complicated when her husband died and she and Antonia were left destitute.
Additionally, Elvira’s sister, Leonella, though only a minor character in the novel,
also expresses her desire early on in the novel. In the opening chapter of The Monk,as
previously mentioned, Leonella and Antonia meet Don Christoval and Don Lorenzo
when they go to hear Ambrosio’s sermon. Upon catching a glimpse of Antonia’s figure
and hearing the sweet tones ofher voice, the two young gentlemen are immediately
drawn to Antonia. They are further intrigued by the fact that Antonia’s face is hidden by
“a veil of thick black gauze”(Lewis 9). In an effort to get close to the mysterious and
beautiful young woman,Don Lorenzo offers his seat to Antonia, and Don Christoval then
feels it necessary to extend the same courtesy to her older companion, Leonella. Leonella
immediately takes Don Christoval’s attentions towards her as a sign ofromantic interest,
despite the significant differences in their respective ages, and, accordingly, proceeds to
flirt with him for the remainder oftheir time together. For example, when the sermon has
finished, Don Lorenzo and Don Christoval offer to attend Antonia and Leonella home.
Leonella responds to Don Christoval by affecting a blush and exclaiming:
Oh! Christ! Sengor,I would not suffer such a thing for the Universe! If I
came home attended by so gallant a Cavalier, My Sister is so scrupulous
that She would read me an hour’s lecture, and I should never hear the last
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of it. Besides, I rather wish you not to make your proposals just at present
(Lewis 22)
Oon Christoval is, understandably, confused about which proposals Leonella is referring
to, but Leonella clears up the matter when she proceeds to say,“It would not be quite so
delicate in me to accept your hand at first sight”(23). Lewis punctuates the utter
ndiculousness of Leonella’s beliefthat Don Christoval is interested in manying her when
she is then forced to ask the two Cavaliers their names.
In addition to Leonella’s flirtatious behavior toward Don Christoval, her desire is
also evidenced when she explains to him that she is too well aware ofher own weakness
to trust herself with men. Leonella states.
Oh! Jesus! my Lord, I swear you quite over-power me with your gallantry!
But I promise you that I am too well aware ofthe danger ofsuch
Expeditions to trust myselfin a young Nobleman’s power! No,no; I have
as yet preserved my reputation without blemish or reproach, and I always
knew how to keep the Men at a proper distance.(Lewis 15)
Despite her implications that many gentlemen have been interested in her romantically
^d that she has had to exercise great restraint to keep her virtue in tact, the reader gets
the distinct feeling that Leonella may be exaggerating. This inclination is then
strengthened when Leonella attempts to “throw a tender and significant look upon Don
Christoval,” but her efforts are ruined as “She unluckily happened to squint most
abominably [and] the glance fell directly upon his Companion”(15). Finally, after
Antonia makes the telling admission that she “knows not in what consists the difference
of Man and Woman,” it becomes clear that Leonella may not have preserved her
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innocence as well as she implied, for Lewis explains that Antonia’s ignorance would
have quickly been dispelled by her aunt’s lecture had Leonella not been interrupted (1516).
Thus, women are not sexless and passive in The Monk,In fact, all ofthe major
female characters experience desire in some way or another, and some ofthem even act
to gratify their passions. Nonetheless, all ofthe female characters who do submit to thendesires are faced with negative consequences. For example, Agnes becomes pregnant and
IS locked in a dungeon, where she gives birth and subsequently watches her infant slowly
die. Donna Rodolpha is humiliated when she finds out that she is not the object ofDon
Raymond’s affections, and her only satisfaction comes from the revenge she enacts upon
the young lovers. Beatrice is murdered by her coconspirator and forced to wander the
earth as a wayward spirit until Don Raymond finally puts her soul to rest. Marguerite is
raped and held hostage by the leader ofa band of Banditti. Finally, Elvira is forced to
leave her beloved country and spend the last part of her life worrying about her
daughter’s future, until she is murdered by her own abandoned son. However,it is
important to note that Antonia, who does not even have a chance to realize her passion
for Lorenzo, also meets a terrible fate. She is raped by Ambrosio, a monk who turns out
to be her own brother, and then is murdered by him.
The fact that Antonia, who is the epitome of purity and innocence in the novel,
suffers such a cruel fate, points to the fact that it is not necessarily the women that Lewis
IS

criticizing in The Monk, but the situations into which they are forced by the societies in

which they live. For example, Agnes’s problems arise not from her passion for Don
Raymond—^their love for each other is true, and they marry at the end ofthe novel—but
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from the fact that she has no control over her own life. Even before she was bom,
Agnes’s mother had promised her to St. Clare, and her whole life she is either under the
control of her parents, her aunt, Don Raymond,or the Prioress. If Agnes had been able
make her own decisions about whom to marry and whether or not to become a nun,she
would not have had to suffer the agony of watching her child die and its body putrefy.
Similarly, if Marguerite’s father had not disowned her for marrying her husband, a man
she claims to have truly loved until the day he died, she could have escaped from
Baptiste’s clutches after her husband died.
However,though all ofthe women in the novel are put into difficult situations, it
would be inaccurate to say that none ofthem is to blame for the consequences they
suffer. In fact, Antonia is the only truly blameless female character in the novel. Certainly
Beatrice, Donna Rodolpha, Marguerite, Elvira, and even Agnes are aware that they are
taking a great risk when they yield to their desires, and all ofthese characters must also
be conscious that dire consequences might(or even, are likely to)ensue. This cognizance
is evidenced by the fact that the majority ofthe women in The Monk who take steps
toward gratifying their passions do so in secrecy. For example, Agnes and Don Raymond
attempt to keep their relationship a secret when they first fall in love, and, when they
realize it is impossible that Donna Rodolpha will ever consent to their marriage, they
concoct an elaborate scheme, which even eventually involves kidnapping Cunegonda,
Agnes’s governess, in order to hide their elopement. Then, when Don Raymond
discovers Agnes at St. Clare’s Convent, he obtains a job as a gardener and they meet in
secret. When the two lovers learn that Agnes is pregnant, they continue their clandestine
meeting and furtively make plans for her escape. Finally, when Ambrosio discovers
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Agnes’s shameful situation, she eloquently pleads with him to keep her secret, but
Ambrosio heartlessly refuses.
Elvira and her husband know that his family does not approve oftheir union, so
they marry in secret, and, when their clandestine marriage is discovered, they flee from
their beloved country, leaving behind their newborn son. Obviously, Antonia’s mother
was willing to go to great extremes to hide her forbidden love. Marguerite, who finds
herself in a situation similar to Elvira’s, is also forced to leave her family in order to
marry her lover, and, when Don Raymond rescues her fix)m the Banditti many years later,
she is still unwilling to divulge the names of her parents, in an attempt to protect them
from her infamy. Finally, Donna Rodolpha,though not terribly subtle, at least has the
sense not to reveal her feelings for Don Raymond until she is certain that he feels the
same way towards her. Beatrice is the only woman who does not attempt to keep her
passion a secret, and the Wandering Jew describes her as “displaying the incontinence of
a Prostitute” and relates that “All Bavaria was scandalized by her impudent and
abandoned conduct”(Lewis 173). Thus, his description of her implies that Beatrice’s lack
of secrecy did not result from an ignorance ofthe possible consequences of her actions
but rather from a total disregard for the rules ofsociety and a complete lack of morals.
Thus, in The Monk, Lewis illustrates the reality of his time that women were often
put into difficult situations. However, as critics such as Jones and Clemens point out,
when it comes to female desire, Lewis draws a distinction between “‘permissible’ desire
for ‘sexually appropriate’ objects and ‘repressed desire, which can never know its true
object and is therefore incapable ofsatisfaction’”(Jones 133, Clemens 75). Elvira,
Marguerite, and Agnes are examples of“permissible desire” in the novel. Though these
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women s behaviors might have been deemed “illegitimate” by their family members and
the moral standards of their societies, the objects oftheir passion are legitimate. Elvira
and Marguerite, for example, claim that they really loved their husbands and that their
husbands really loved them. Furthermore, Marguerite and Elvira’s passions are for the
men they love, and, once this passion is satisfied, neither woman has any difficulty
controlling her desire. Agnes’s situation is similar. Don Raymond,the object ofher
desire, also proves to be truly in love with Agnes,and, like Elvira and Marguerite, once
Don Raymond and she are together, Agnes’s passion is satisfied. Near the end ofthe
novel, Agnes even explains to her future husband that she accepts blame for her past
indiscretions, but she assures him that he should not expect another lapse in virtue from
her. She states.
That I have offended, offended greatly and grievously, I am fully
conscious; But let not my Husband, because He once conquered my
virtue, doubt the propriety of my future conduct. I have been frail and full
of error: But I yielded not to the warmth ofconstitution; Raymond,
affection for you betrayed me. I was too confident of my strength; But I
depended no less on your honour than my own. I had vowed never to see
you more

Still my conduct has been highly blamable, and while I

attempt to justify then dismiss the ungrateful subject; First assuring you,
Raymond,that you shall have no cause to repent our union, and that the
more culpable have been the errors of your Mistress, the more exemplary
shall be the conduct of your Wife.(Lewis 417)
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This speech is important because, in it, Agnes points out the essential difference between
what Jones terms as permissible” and “repressed desire.” As Agnes explains,
her passion
arises from her love for Don Raymond,not from a flaw in her character, and the same is
true of Elvira and Marguerite.
It is clear from Lewis’s treatment ofthese three women, Agnes, Marguerite, and
Elvira, in the novel, that the author deems their desire to be “permissible.” Agnes,
Marguerite, and Elvira are very sympathetic characters in The Monk,and the reader
cannot help realizing that there is no good solution to their predicaments. For example,
though attempting to elope and breaking vows ofchastity may not seem like the correct
response to Agnes’s situation, it also does not seem right that Agnes and Don Raymond
should have to spend the rest oftheir lives in misery- Agnes forced into monastic life.
which she hates, and Don Raymond heartbroken by the loss of his true love. It is difficult
for readers to be certain that they would have acted differently if put into the situations of
any ofthese women.
Furthermore, Lewis’s depictions of Agnes, Marguerite, and Elvira in The Monk,
give readers the distinct impression that all ofthese women are good at heart. One way
that Lewis leads his readers to this conclusion is by showing what caring mothers all of
these female characters make. Marguerite, for example,shows great affection for her
boys, and, when Don Raymond asks her why she stayed with Baptiste after the death of
her husband, she explains:
!

Flight was forbidden: My Children were in the power of Baptiste, and He
had sworn that if I attempted to escape, their lives should pay for it....
[T]he remembrance of my Children held my hand. I trembled to leave my
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dear Boys in my T)Tant’s power,and trembled yet more for their virtue
than their lives. The Second was still too young to benefit by my
instructions; But in the heart of my Eldest I laboured unceasingly to plant
those principles, which might enable him to avoid the crimes of his
Parents.(Lewis 124)
Marguerite apparently achieved her goal ofimparting good morals to her eldest son,
because, as Clemens points out,‘^e first Suit of Marguerite’s illicit union is the noble
and artistic young Theodore, whose name means ‘gift from God’” and who also later
becomes Don Raymond’s friend and page (79-80). Elvira, like Marguerite, is also
depicted as a very caring, though a bit misguided, mother to Antonia. She works hard to
protect her daughter and goes to extensive lengths to ensure that Antonia does not make
the same mistakes she made. For example, Elvira even goes so far as to copy out the
Bible by hand for Antonia, omitting all ofthe parts she feels are too lewd or sexually
explicit for her young daughter, and she is very careful to prevent Antonia from
becoming too attached to Lorenzo, who,though he loves Antonia, hails from a much
wealthier family.
Agnes, like Marguerite and Elvira, also evidences strong maternal instincts, and
she pleads eloquently for her unborn child’s life to both Ambrosio and the Prioress. For
example, after Ambrosio discovers and reads the secret correspondence from Don
Raymond that reveals her pregnancy, Agnes implores.
Hold! Father, Hold! Hear me but for one moment! Tax me not with
impurity, nor think that I have erred from the warmth oftemperament.
Long before I took the veil, Raymond was Master of my heart: He inspired
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me with the purest, the irreproachable passion, and was on the point of
becoming my lawful husband

Accident again united us; I could not

refuse myselfthe melancholy pleasure of mingling my tears with his: We
met nightly in the Gardens of St. Clare, and in an unguarded moment I
violated my vows of Chastity. I shall soon become a Mother: Reverend
Ambrosio,take compassion on me;take compassion on the innocent
Being, whose existence is attached to mine. If you discover my
imprudence to the Domina, both of us are lost.(Lewis 47)
As Clemens correctly states,‘‘Not only the emotional power of Agnes’s desperate and
passionate pleading but also the validity ofsome of her arguments render her case far
more persuasive than Ambrosio’s rigid reliance on rule”(75). Agnes’s last argument, in
which she begs Ambrosio to spare her innocent child, is the most compelling, and, when
Agnes’s child is bom,she does her best to care for it and even clings to its body long
after the child has died. Thus, Marguerite, Elvira, and Agnes,though they succumb to
their desires, all display strong maternal instincts toward the children who result from
their unsanctioned unions, and, in the cases of both Marguerite and Agnes, the strength of
the women’s maternal love seems to be inextricably linked to the power of their original
passions(Clemens 79).
However, while Lewis depicts Marguerite, Elvira, and Agnes’s desires in The
Monk as legitimate, he does not allow Beatrice’s passion the same sanction(Clemens 75).
Unlike Agnes, Elvira, and Marguerite, whose desires are satisfied once they unite with
the men they love, Beatrice’s passion seems to come from within, and her desires are
insatiable(Miles 53). For example, though she eloped with the Baron Lindenburg and
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escaped from the Convent in which she was imprisoned,“She did not long confine her
affections to one object”(Lewis 174). The Wandering Jew further impeaches her
character by relating that she “professed herselfan Atheist” and “took every opportunity
to scoff at her monastic vows,and loaded with ridicule the most sacred ceremonies of
Religion”(173-4). Beatrice then kills the Baron at the behest of his brother, the new
object of her desire. Clearly, from this description, the reader does not get the impression
that Beatrice is a good woman and feels no compassion for her despite the difficulty of
her situation. For, though it does not seem fair that Beatrice should have been forced into
a monastic life when she was not so inclined, the reader can also see that there must have
been a better solution than eloping with Baron Lindenburg, whom she clearly did not
love, becoming his mistress, disavowing God,and killing her lover.
In addition to Beatrice, there are two more passionate and unsympathetic female
characters in The Monk. One ofthese women is Donna Rodolpha, who,as previously
mentioned, flies into a fit of rage and vows revenge when she learns that Don Raymond,
the object of her desire, is in love with her niece, Agnes. Donna Rodolpha s passion, like
Beatrice’s, seems to be unquenchable. She is married to Baron Lindenberg, but she still
desires the young Don Raymond. In addition, as Don Raymond later explains, Donna
Rodolpha’s library is composed primarily of old Spamsh Romances,and Agnes is never
allowed to join in Donna Rodolpha and Don Raymond’s readings because the Baroness
generally chooses passages that are concerned with love. Finally, the insatiable quality of
Donna Rodolpha’s passion is evidenced by the fact that, once she learns that Don
Raymond is not interested in her romantically, she turns her passion for him into passion
for revenge. Upon learning of Agnes and Lorenzo’s mutual affections, Donna Rodolpha
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threatens Lorenzo:“The Coquetry of my Niece has triumphed,and ’tis to her that I am
sacrificed. In one respect however I am fortunate: I shall not be the only one who laments
a passion. You too shall know what it is to love without hope!”(Lewis 143). Then, after
Lorenzo and Agnes’s foiled elopement, Lorenzo is forced to return to Castle Lindenburg
to complete his previously described obligation to Beatrice, the Bleeding Nun.
Describing his return, Lorenzo recalls,“I was sorry to perceive, that absence had not
weakened Donna Rodolpha’s imprudent passion. In a private conversation, which I had
with her during my short stay at the Castle, She renewed her attempts to persuade me to
return her affections”(178). When Lorenzo refuses her advances, he is forced to depart,
“followed by Donna Rodolpha’s menaces that my contempt should not long be
unpunished”(178). Finally, Donna Rodolpha even goes so far as to hire three men to
assassinate Lorenzo (179).
Another passionate but unsympathetic female character in The Monk is the
Prioress. The Prioress is the Domina of St Clare’s Convent where Agnes is imprisoned
after her failed elopement attempt, and she is described as “haughty, inflexible,
superstitious, and revengeful” by a woman who was educated at the same convent as she
was(Lewis 219). This classmate also warns that “She is implacable when incensed, and
has too much intrepidity to shrink at taking the most rigorous measures for punishing
Offenders”(219). The Prioress, unlike the other women previously discussed, does not
succumb to desire for a man. In fact, she is a nun, who clearly takes her vow ofchastity
very seriously, considering her severe treatment of Agnes. The Prioress, however, like
Donna Rodolpha, expresses her passionate nature through more destructive avenues than
love. She becomes “infatuated with the idea ofrendering her Convent the most regular in
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Madnd,and never [forgives] those whose imprudence [throws] upon it the slightest
stain”(219). The Prioress’s treatment of Agnes, as previously mentioned, is extreme, and
her lack of compassion for the young, unfortunate girl and her innocent child is inhximan.
For example, near the end ofthe novel, St. Ursula describes to Lorenzo and a
crowd of people how the Prioress revived the severe, out-dated rules ofthe order to
punish Agnes. She relates.
St. Clare’s rules are severe: But grown antiquated and neglected, many of
late years have either been forgotten, or changed by universal consent into
milder punishments. The penance, adjudged to the crime ofAgnes, was
most cruel, most inhuman! The law had been long exploded: Alas! It still
existed, and the revengeful Prioress now determined to revive it. This law
decreed, that the Offender should be plunged into a private dungeon,
expressly constituted to hide jfrom the world for ever the Victim of Cruelty
and tyrannic superstition. In this dreadful abode She was to lead a
perpetual solitude, deprived of all society, and believed to be dead by
those, whom affection might have prompted to attempt her rescue. Thus
was She to languish out the remainder ofher days, with no other food than
bread and water, and no other comfort than the free indulgence of her
tears.(Lewis 351)
It is shocking to the reader, and to the crowd of people who hear St. Ursula’s story, that
the Prioress would be so cruel as to enact this barbaric punishment on a pregnant woman
and her offspring, but Agnes’s description ofthe Prioress’s lack ofcompassion for her
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child is even more disturbing. Agnes recounts that, when she begged the Prioress to have
pity on her innocent baby, the Domina replied coldly by saying:
What? Dare you plead for the produce of your shame? Shall a Creature be
permitted to live, conceived in guilt so monstrous? Abandoned Woman,
speak for him no more! Better that the Wretch should perish than live:
Begotten in peijury, incontinence, and pollution. It cannot fail to prove a
Prodigy of vice. Hear me,thou Guilty! Expect no mercy from me either
for yourself, or your Brat. Rather pray, that Death may seize you before
you produce it; Or if it must see the light, that its eyes may immediately be
closed again for ever! No aid shall be give you in your labour; Bring your
Offspring into the world yourself. Feed it yourself. Nurse it yourself. Bury
it yourself: God grant that the latter may happen soon, lest you receive
comfort from the fruit of your iniquity!(Lewis 410)
The excess of the Prioress’s inhuman cruelty is finally punctuated by Agnes’s description
of her infant’s death and pursuant putrefaction. She recalls.
It soon became a mass of putridity, and to every eye was a loathsome and
disgusting Object; To every eye, but a Mother’s

I persisted in holding

my Infant to my bosom, in lamenting it, loving it, adoring it! Hour after
hour have I passed upon my sorry Couch, contemplating what had been
my Child: I endeavored to retrace its features through the livid corruption,
with which they were over-spread.... Even when released from my
prison, I brought away my Child in my arms.(Lewis 412-13)
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Thus, the Prioress diverts her passionate nature into ensuring that nuns in her convent are
morally without reproach and vengefully punishing those whom she sees as a detriment
to her vision. As a result of her lack ofcompassion and her merciless treatment of Agnes
and her unborn child, the reader feels no sympathy for the Prioress. The crowd of people
who overhear St. Ursula’s story, apparently, feel the same way,and, in the end, she is
‘“tom apart by a mob of oppressed common people”(Hogle,“Introduction” 13).
In conclusion, in The Monk,Lewis depicts the difficult situations into which the
women of his time were often put by the societies in which they lived. He also recogmzes
the fact that women do experience passion and desire, and even categorizes some ofthe
female characters’ desires in the novel as “legitimate.” Elvira, Marguerite, and Agnes are
3ll sympathetic characters, and,though Lewis does not necessarily condone their actions,
he places most ofthe fault for their difficult situations on the rules oftheir society. On the
other hand, Beatrice, Donna Rodolpha, and the Prioress are not sympathetic characters,
and their own passionate natures are to blame for their behavior and the impleasant
consequences of their actions.
As Clemens points out in her Return ofthe Repressed, As is the case of Horace
Walpole, it appears that Levris’s personal experience may have sensitized him to [the]
larger social problem” of women’s role in society (86). The “personal experience to
which Clemens refers is the fact that his mother ran off with the family music teacher
when Matthew Levvds was only six years old (Miles 44). After Frances Lewis, Levris’s
mother, left with the music teacher, she lost contact vrith her children for a long period of
time because she was forced to move around frequently in an effort to hide her address
from her husband (Clemens 86). Peck explains that “Frances Lewis was ^obliged to

r
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withdraw from society’ as well as from her children because ofher transgressions(Peck 7
qtd. in Clemens 87, Clemens’s emphasis). His mother’s absence was,ofcourse, very
difficult for Matthew Lewis. In addition to the scandal that it created in society, he
frequently “quarreled” with his father and was “temperamentally more in sympathy with
his mother”(Trott 149, Clemens 87). However, despite the fact that Lewis felt “lingering

I

sadness and resentment” towards his mother, he maintained a long-distance literary
relationship with her, and Clemens relates that his letters reveal “sincere ifsometimes
effusively expressed affection” for her(87). Overall, it seems that Lewis resented the fact
that his mother left him, but he blamed society partially for her absence in his life. Lewis
knew that the House of Lords refused to grant his parents a divorce in 1783 and,

as

previously mentioned,that society “obliged” her to withdraw from her children s lives
after she left her husband for another man(Davenport-Hines 179). In fact, in order to
cc

save himself social embarrassment,” he was even forced to say that he did not have a
mother living(Lewis qtd. in Clemens 87). Thus, despite her transgressions, Lewis loved
his mother and continued to meiintain contact with her until her death, but he never
forgave his society for forcing her out ofhis life.

I
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CHAPTER IV
Mina and Lucy:“New Women” or Just two More Submissive Gothic Heroines?
Weary of myself, and sick ofasking
What I am,and what I ought to be.
At the vessel’s prow I stand, which bears me
Forwards, forwards, o’er the starlit sea.
-Matthew Arnold,“SelfDependence”(1864)
Abraham (“Bram”)Stoker claimed that he got the idea for his sole masterpiece,
Dracula^ from a nightmare, which he experienced one night after eating a dinner of
stuffed crab (Davenport-Hines 257). However,as Richard Davenport-Hines points out in
his Gothic: Four Hundred Years ofExcess, Horror, Evil and Ruin, Dracula is, in fact,
Ji^uch more than the result ofa bad dream; it is an intensely personal book, which Stoker
spent six years meticulously plotting and writing(258). In the writing of his novel. Stoker
drew

on the experiences oftwo of his family members, both of whom “had experienced

firsthand the breakdown ofcommunity in the face ofa desperate struggle for survival”
(Clemens 181). One ofthese family members is Stoker’s mother, Charlotte, who

was

present during the cholera epidemic of 1832 in Sligo, where premature burials were a
common occurrence, and she described her experiences to her son when he was only a
young child. According to Clemens’s Return ofthe Repressed, Charlotte Stoker
recounted the story ofone traveler who was taken ill a few miles outside of Sligo. The
townspeople dug a pit, then prodded the poor traveler into it with long poles, and buried
him alive. Furthermore, when Charlotte’s family traveled to Ballyshannon to stay with
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some friends, they were confronted by a mob oftownspeople with weapons, who forced
them to keep traveling(Clemens 181). When Charlotte and her family arrived at the next
town, their greeting was even less hospitable. Their luggage was taken from them,“and a
cry went out,‘Fire to bum the cholera people!’”(Ludlam 30). These stories had a
profound effect on Stoker, and he eventually prompted his mother to record her
memories. Stoker’s brother, George, also witnessed similar events when he worked as a
doctor for the Turkish army during the Russo-Turkish war in the late 1870s. George
Stoker later described to his brother the atrocities he witnessed, including: “bodies, dead
and dying intermingled, lying so thickly in the streets...that they had become
impassable”(Clemens 181).
Since Stoker heard stories such as these from both his brother and his mother, one
can understand why tales ofthe living dead, such as vampires, interested Stoker and,
when he came across the story of Vlad Dracul one day while conducting research in the
British Museum,he adapted the name for his masterpiece, Dracula(Davenport-Hines
232). Vlad Dracul was a fifteenth-century prince who was caught up in the wars between
European Christians and Moslems. Dracul eventually sided with the Christians, and his
passion for ambushing and torturing Turkish forces led to his nickname,“Vlad the
Impaler.” Dracul’s reputation spread, and many apocryphal tales were told of him. There
is no evidence that Dracul was actually a blood-drinker, but the fact that he was reputed
to have “impaled the entire population ofa town,including women and children in
concentric circles leading up a hill,” along with his distant relation to Elizabeth Bdthory,
a Hungarian aristocrat who reportedly liked to wash herselfin other women’s blood, led
many to that conclusion (232-4).
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Drawing on the descriptions of Vlad Dracul and on his own family members’
experiences, Bram Stoker wrote what has come to be known as “the greatest vampire
novel ever wntten(Hughes 144). Dracula was published in May of 1897 and was
received well by both critics and readers at the time. In fact, the novel went through six
editions within a two-year time-span and was praised by the Pall Mall Gazette in the
following manner: “It is horrid and creepy to the last degree. It is also excellent, and one
of the best things in the supernatural line we have been lucky enough to hit upon”(of
course, when evaluating this review, it is important to remember the Pall Mall Gazette
was probably pleased that Stoker incorporated their paper into his best-selling novel)
(Clemens 156). In addition to being popular at the time ofits publication, Dracula has
had long-lasting success and has been very important to the Gothic genre. As Hughes
points out. Stoker’s novel has become the standard by which all subsequent vampire
novels are judged. Hughes writes,“The eponymous anti-hero of Bram Stoker’s 1897
novel has become the reference point to which the characteristics ofother vampires are
judged to have adhered. or to have departed from”(143). Even today, more than a
century after its initial publication, the story of Bram Stoker’s Dracula is still well known
in

our society, and it has, of course, been adapted into many cinematic versions(Kaye

180).
One very interesting aspect of Stoker’s revolutionary novel is his portrayal ofthe
women in his story. For the contemporaiy reader to understand fully the significance of
his female characters, one must be aware ofthe norms ofthe Victorian society in which
Stoker was writing. As Kelly Hurley explains in her chapter on British Gothic fiction
from 1885-1930, gender roles in the Victorian age were not stable. She writes.
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Social constructions offemale identity contradicted one another, so that
women might be described as ethereal, essentially disembodied angels
within domestic ideology, but also as dangerously embodied creatures—
wracked by the upheavals of puberty, menstruation, childbirth, and
menopause; incapable ofsustained rational thought; prone to emotional
outbursts and hysteria—^within medical science.(200)
Hurley then goes on to explain the ideology ofseparate spheres, which mandated that
men were to enter the working world while women,dependent on the men in their lives
for financial support and protection, were expected to maintain the domestic sphere.
However,as many feminist critics ofthe time pointed out, there were multiple problems
vvdth this arrangement. For example, women who lacked male guardians were often left to
poverty, and dependent wives were too often abused rather than cherished by their
husbands. Thus, despite the fact that the philosophy ofseparate spheres was still
prevalent at thefin de siecle, figures such as the “New Woman” were beginning to
emerge to challenge conventional gender roles. The “New Woman” supported the
traditional feminist goals of“education and meaningful employment for women,along
with the reform of marriage and divorce laws,” but she also contended that women “had a
right to move freely within the public sphere, to engage in fi*ank dialogue about sexuality,
contraception, and venereal disease, and to enjoy physical intimacy both within and
outside of marriage”(Hurley 200-01).
One can see this Victorian struggle between conventional and “New Woman”
gender roles through both the female and the male characters in Bram Stoker’s Dracula.
The primary women in the novel are Mina Murry Harker and Lucy Westenra, but the
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novel also includes some minor female characters, such as the vampiric trio of women
who inhabit Dracula’s Transylvanian castle. Jonathan Harker, Quincey Morris, Dr. John
Seward, Arthur Holmwood,Dr. Abraham Van Helsing, and, ofcourse. Count Dracula
himself are the male protagonists ofthe novel. Jonathan Harker, a solicitor, is Mina’s
husband and the first character in the story to encounter Dracula. Quincey Morris is a
“rough-and-tumble” Texan (Clemens 179); Seward is the physician in charge ofan
insane asylum in Lx)ndon; and Arthur, also referred to as Lord Godalming,is a gentleman
(Clemens 177). All three of these men propose to Lucy on the same day, and she agrees
to marry Arthur. Van Helsing is a very accomplished doctor, upon whom Dr. Seward
calls when Lucy becomes ill. He is the only character who realizes that Lucy’s loss of
blood is the result of repeated attacks by a vampire, and he has the difficult task of
convincing the rest of the men that vampires actually exist. Finally, Dracula is the ancient
vampire who decides to move from his isolated Transylvanian castle to the bustling
nietropolis of London, where his reputation is unknown and where he will have greater
access to victims.
Of the women in the novel, Mina is probably the most interesting and important,
and much of the story is told through herjournal entries and letters. Mina is a
complicated character because she embodies the Victorian struggle between traditional
and “New Woman” roles for females. First, Mina shows her strength of character by
overcoming the disadvantaged social position into which she was bom. Apparently, Mina
was orphaned as a young child but improved her lot in life by gaining an education,
becoming a teacher for affluent young girls such as Lucy, and eventually marrying the
industrious Jonathan Harker(Clemens 173). In fact, she even comments that it has been
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somewhat difficult for her to adjust to her new,improved social and monetary status, as
she may no longer answer her own door but has to wait for Mary, her servant, to do so
(Stoker 239). In addition to her upward-mobility, Mina shows her intelligence and
ambition in other ways throughout the plot ofDracula. As Davenport-Hines points out,
“Mina is expert in office efficiency and uses a new American typewriter”(261). Mina
uses this typewriter to keep a journal, in which she writes religiously and in which she
even includes newspaper clippings. In fact, Mina is so attached to the newly invented
device (the first manufactured typewriters appeared in 1873)(Clemens 157)that she
carries a traveler’s typewriter to Transylvania because she cannot fathom the idea of
trying to make entries into her journal with a pen(Stoker 464). Furthermore, Mina knows
shorthand and memorizes train schedules. She also illustrates her proficiency on a
typewriter and overall industriousness when she realizes that it might be useful for
everyone involved in the hunt for Dracula to have a copy of Seward’s diary, which he
keeps on a phonograph; Mina accordingly transcribes it by typing out his diary entries

as

she listens.
However, despite the fact that Mina is, in Clemens’s words,“a highly resourceful
und intelligent individual who is justifiably rather proud of her own accomplishments
[and] deserves the epithet ofNew Woman;" she is not comfortable with the challenges
that were being made to traditional gender roles in the Victorian age(172). In fact, Mina
even voices her uneasiness about the “New Woman” movement at one point in the novel.
After a long walk, she and Lucy stop at an old-fashioned inn and have tea. Describing
their experiences in her journal, Mina states, “I believe we should have shocked the ‘New
Woman’ with our appetites,” and she then goes on to exclaim,“Men are much more
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tolerant, bless them!”(Stoker 117). In addition to this telling journal entry, Mina also
muses later on in Dracula,“How can women help loving men when they are so earnest,
and so true, and so brave!”(Stoker 472). Thus,on these occasions and numerous others
throughout Stoker’s Dracula, Mina expresses her allegiance to traditional gender roles
and her anxiety about the evolving roles for women in her society.
Mina, however, also demonstrates this apprehension about the changing world in
which she lives through her actions. For example, on numerous occasions she meekly
submits to male authority, even ifshe does not really believe in her male counterparts’
decisions. As Clemens accurately observes in Return ofthe Repressed^ “Relegated to the
role of a dependent child, Mina is literally ‘sent to bed’ twice by the men, who assume
the role of responsible adults,” and she obediently submits to this command on both
occasions(172). The first ofthese instances occurs after Jonathan, Van Helsing, Arthur,
Quincey Morris, Seward, and Mina decide that they must take it upon themselves to
destroy Dracula, who is responsible for the death oftheir close fiiend, Lucy. They form a
committee and discuss the best way to achieve their common goal. Mina is, ofcourse,
assigned the job of secretary, and Van Helsing,the vampire expert and leader ofthe
group, informs the others that, according to superstition, a vampire can only rest in his
native soil. This piece of superstition is lent credence by the fact that Jonathan has
already learned that Dracula had fifty boxes ofearth shipped to Carfax, fi-om where the
demon intends to distribute the boxes all throughout London. Thus,the vampire-hunters
conclude that the most logical course ofaction is for them to find all of Dracula’s boxes
of soil and consecrate them with holy water, an act which would render the dirt useless to
Dracula.
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After the men and Mina agree upon this plan, the males,including Mina’s
husband, Jonathan, send Mina to bed and set out in search oftheir foe’s boxes of
Transylvaman earth (Stoker 319). Van Helsing gives Mina her orders eloquently when he
states:
And now for you Madam Mina,this night is the end until all be well. You
are too precious to us to have such risk. When we part tonight, you no
more must question. We shall tell you all in good time. We are men and
able to bear; but you must be our star and our hope,and we shall act all the
more free that you are not in the danger, such as we are.(319)
Mina, to be sure, obeys, but, in her journal, she expresses her disappointment that “even
Jonathan” appeared relieved when Van Helsing affirmed that she would not be part of
their nocturnal expedition into Dracula’s lair. In the same entry, she also explains that,
[I]t did not seem to me good that they should brave danger and, perhaps,
lessen their safety—^strength being the best safety—^through care of me;
but their minds were made up, and, though it was a bitter pill for me to
swallow, I could say nothing, save to accept their chivalrous care of me.
(319)
As evidenced by this journal entry, Mina felt as ifshe had no choice but to silently
submit. As Clemens points out, she was afraid that ifshe came across as a “drag or
hindrance,” the men might leave her out oftheir counsels altogether(Stoker 320 qtd. in
Clemens 171).
The second occasion on which Mina is sent to bed occurs shortly after the first. In
her journal, Mina explains that the previous evening she retired to bed after the men left.
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not because she was fatigued but simply because Van Helsing told her to do so. She then
records her feelings ofsadness and uneasiness about being uninformed regarding the
success of the men’s foray into Count Dracula’s abode. In fact, the anxiety ofnot
knowing what transpired the preceding night, combined with the pain ofrealizing that her
husband is keeping something of great importance from her, causes Mina to break down
and cry in the middle of herjournal entry. Mina, however, quickly reprimands herselffor
acting like a “silly fool” and reminds herselfthat she “^ow[s]it[her lack of
involvement] comes from [her] husband’s great love and from the good, good wishes of
those other strong men (Stoker 339). She then goes on to resolve that she must be strong
for Jonathan and not allow him to see her cry. As Mina puts it, “I suppose it is one ofthe
lessons that we poor women have to learn”(340). Nonetheless, even though being sent to
bed the previous evening and being kept in the dark about the progress ofthe hunt for
Dracula obviously caused Mina a great deal ofemotional pain and turmoil(at one point
she even blames herselffor Lucy’s death), Mina once again mildly submits the following
evening when the men give her similar instructions after dinner. They claim that they all
are going to smoke, but Mina knows that it is more likely that her husband and his male
compamons are anxious to discuss what happened to each during the day. Therefore,
once again not fatigued, Mina asks Dr. Seward for an opiate in order to better comply
vvdth the instructions given to her by the men(343).
Thus, Mina forces herselfto acquiesce to the authority of her male counterparts
on both ofthese occasions, even though it causes her griefto do so. Consequently, even
though Mina fits easily imder the label ofa “New Woman” when it comes to her
intelligence, ambition, and technological proficiency, her blind submission to her
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husband and her other male companions aligns her with more traditional gender roles. In
fact. Hurley’s depiction of Mina sounds remarkably similar to how one would imagine a
Victorian subscriber to the “separate spheres” philosophy might describe the perfect
female. Hurley states.
Dracula's Mina Harker is another such angelic, asexual wife: she spends
her honeymoon in a convent with the convalescing Jonathan and works
tirelessly to bring her husband back to health, all the while comforting the
broken-hearted suitors of Lucy Westenra.(200).
In Dracula^ Mina is at once a strong, intelligent, independent, ambitious “New Woman”
and a meek Victorian female, forced to rely on the men in her life for protection and
relegated to the domestic sphere. She often questions the decisions her male companions
make in her private journal, but she is also always prompt to reprimand herselffor being
silly” enough to do so when she knows they only want what is best for her. Most
importantly, Mina always submits to the men’s commands,and she does not voice her
concerns about their decisions. Based on these two contrasting aspects of Mina’s
personality, it is easy to see how she embodies the Victorian struggle between traditional
and “New Woman” gender roles.
Even though Mina seems uncertain about the challenges being made to traditional
gender roles during her time, her story, as told in Dracula,seems to support female
liberation. First of all, though Mina does submit to the men’s initial decision to exclude
her from the hunt for Dracula, her reservations about doing so are, as Clemens points out,
astute (171). It would be difficult to argue with Mina’s previously quoted assertion that
“it did not seem to me good that they should brave danger and, perhaps, lessen their
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safety—strength being the best safety—through care of me”(320). Furthermore, it is
interesting to point out that the “separate spheres” philosophy, which enables the men to
draw the conclusion that Mina is “too precious” to brave the danger they are about to
face, also implies that a woman needs men to protect her. Under this philosophy, one
must wonder if Mina would have really been thankful that her life was spared if all the
men in her life (she was an orphan) met a tragic end in their pursuit ofDracula, especially
considering the limited property and inheritance rights afforded to women ofthe time.
Finally, as Mina points out when she writes,“Manlike,they had told me to go to bed and
sleep; as if a woman can sleep when those she loves are in danger!,” it is utterly
ridiculous for Van Helsing, Seward, Jonathan, Arthur, and Quincey Morris to believe that
Mina could have slept under such circumstances(320).
In addition to the astute observations Mina makes in herjournal entries, the plot
of Dracula itself further supports the idea of women’s liberation. The men in the novel
severely underestimate Mina,and it would be exceedingly difficult for anyone familiar
with the story to argue with Clemens’s assertion that “Dracula’s opponents’ chances of
wirming the fight are seriously hampered by their.. . underestimation of’ her(171). In
fact, the men’s decision to exclude Mina from their first foray into the Count’s abode is
actually the error that affords Dracula an opportunity to attack Mina and, consequently,
put her soul in eternal danger. Then,their continued exclusion of Mina from the search
for the vampire allows Dracula to persist in his nocturnal visits. Ofcourse, the vampire’s
attack on Mina also makes life more difficult for the men. Since Mina, having been
bitten, will turn into a vampire automatically upon death, it is no longer sufficient for the
men simply to chase Dracula out of London. In order to save Mina’s soul and possibly

I '
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their own (it was a widespread beliefthat vampires often came after their loved ones as
their first victims), the men must destroy the Count. The severe consequences of Mina’s
obedient submission to her husband’s and Van Helsing’s orders make it clear that female
deference to male authority does not always result in what is best for either sex. In fact,
Mina’s blind compliance with the men’s orders, despite her feelings that they are not
right, is later paralleled when,describing one of Dracula’s nighttime assaults, Mina
admits that she “strangely enough ...did not want to hinder him,” even though she felt
her strength fading away (380). Thus, both the Count,a devil, and Mina’s male
protectors. Van Helsing, Jonathan, Quincey Morris, Arthur, and Seward,command Mina
to do things that are detrimental to her health and well-being, and Mina, despite her
inclinations to disobey these commands,is so accustomed to submitting to male authority
that she willingly complies.
Eventually, even the male vampire hunters are forced to realize the severe degree
to which they have exposed Mina. Though all ofthe men,especially Van Helsing, who
prides himself on being open minded, are very complimentary of Mina all throughout the
novel, their attitude changes after they realize that their exclusion of Mina provided
Dracula with the opportunity to attack her and that they have utterly failed as protectors.
When he first encounters Mina, Van Helsing praises her for her female virtues. He
expresses his admiration to Jonathan when he says,“She is one of God’s women
fashioned by His own hand to show us men and other women that there is a heaven
where we can enter, and that its light can be here on earth. So true, so sweet, so noble, so
little an egoist”(248). Later, after Dr. Seward relates the story of how Mina copiously
copied out his phonographic diary to Van Helsing, Van Helsing commends Mina for her
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intelligence (Hurley 202). He exclaims,“She has man’s brain—a brain that a man should
have were he much gifted—and woman’s heart”(Stoker 309). However,as Clemens
points out, it is not until after they realize that Mina has been infected by Dracula that
they truly “abandon the ‘separate spheres’ arrangement and increasingly begin to rely on
her fortitude and insights”(172). In fact, near the end ofDracula, when the group loses
track ofthe Count, Mina sits down,systematically analyzes their situation, and presents
the men with a plan of how she believes they should proceed (Clemens 172). Upon
hearing Mina’s suggestion. Van Helsing once again praises Mina for her intelligence and
acknowledges the significance of her contribution to their search for the vampire. He
says,“Our dear Madam Mina is once more our teacher. Her eyes have seen where we
were blinded. Now we are on the track once again”(469). Similarly, near the end oftheir
journey in pursuit of Dracula, the men are forced to rely almost entirely on Mina’s
telepathic connection to the Count to guide them (Clemens 155).
In conclusion, in Bram Stoker’s Dracula, Mina Harker’s internal struggle
between conventional and “New Woman” theories on a woman’s role in society
represents the conflicting emotions that many women during the Victorian Age must
have felt. Mina aligns herself with traditional gender roles through her submission to her
male counterparts and her persistent conviction that she must appear brave and cheery for
her husband and his friends, to spare them the additional burden of worrying about her.
She is not allowed to aid them in their efforts to track down Dracula in the “working
sphere,” so she does her best to be a happy, pleasant companion for them when they are
at home. For example, the day after she learns that she is to be excluded from any ftirther
involvement in the hunt for Dracula, Mina writes,“Jonathan would be miserable if he
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knew I had been crying. He and the others were out till dinner-time, and they all came in
tired. I did what 1 could to brighten them up, and I suppose the effort did me good,for I
forgot how tired I was”(343).
However, despite Mina’s initial submission to her womanly role in the “domestic
sphere,” critics agree that Dracula^s Mina Harker is a “New Woman” when it comes to
her ambition, intelligence, rationality, and resourcefulness. Also, one must keep in mind
that, though Mina resigns herselfto a domestic role when the men order her to do so, she
is

not without real world exp>erience. Mina, as an orphan, clearly grew up without a male

protector and even took it upon herselfto obtain an education and find ajob in the
working sphere.” Furthermore, Mina illustrates her knowledge ofthe real world (the
world outside the home)through her ability to recall train schedules from memory and
her knowledge of the quickest routes to most destinations. As Clemens writes in Return
ofthe Repressed,
The plot ofDracula appears to endorse the movement toward female
emancipation that was undermining the bastions oftraditional male
privilege, for Mina is exposed to the danger of becoming a vampire
mainly because she has been denied active participation in the men s
“moving world.”(172-3)
Clemens then goes on to express her agreement with Auerbach’s beliefthat, by the end of
the novel, Mina is violently transformed from a “victim” to an active “investigator” of
her own story (Auerbach 24). In fact, even Kelly Hurley, who emphasizes the fact that
Mina Harker... meekly bows to male authority and does not scmple to express her
contempt for the New Woman,” must admit that, in the end, Mina “is distinguished by
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her resourcefulness, technological proficiency, and clear-headed rationality, all culturally
coded as masculine”(202).
Mina, however, is only one ofthe two major female characters in Bram Stoker’s
Dracula; as mentioned earlier, Mina’s best fiiend and pupil, Lucy Westenra, also plays
an important role in the novel. For example,though Jonathan Harker is the first character
to encounter Dracula, Lucy is the first to actually be attacked by the ancient Count
(Davenport-Hines 259). The vampire’s victimization ofLucy begins almost immediately
after he arrives in England, an event which happens to occur while Mina,concerned
about the extended absence of her fiance, is visiting her affluent, recently engaged fiiend.
At first, Mina and Lucy have a wonderful time together, and the change ofscenery along
with the companionship of her good fiiend succeeds in distracting Mina fi-om her worries
about Jonathan. However, during Mina’s visit, Lucy abruptly starts sleepwalking, and she
begins to look pale and anemic and to feel too exhausted to go on many outings with
Mina. Mina has no way of knowing that Lucy’s languor is the result ofrepeated vampire
attacks. As a consequence, when she receives news that Jonathan is resting in the hospital
of St. Joseph and Ste. Mary in Buda-Pesth, Mina does not hesitate to leave her fiiend,
whom she believes is on her way to a complete recovery,for her fiance.
After Mina is gone, Lucy takes a turn for the worse, and Dr. Seward calls his
renowned friend and mentor. Van Helsing, to see ifthe Dutch doctor can discover the
cause of Lucy’s unexplained malady. It is clear that Lucy is losing blood, but Van
Helsing is the only one who suspects the cause of her anemia. In a desperate effort to
save Lucy, all four ofthe men,first Arthur Holmwood,then Seward,then the aging Van
Helsing, and, finally Quincey Morris donate their own blood to Lucy through a series of
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transfusions. In the end, their efforts, though valiant, are unsuccessful, and Seward, Van
Helsing, and Morris make a pact never to tell Arthur, Lucy’s intended husband,that he
was not the only man to sacrifice his blood in the attempt to save Lucy. Thus, Lucy
Westenra, the “Light of the West,” becomes the first main character to die in the novel,
and the only one who actually falls prey to Dracula’s curse. Quincey Morris,the tough
American, is the only other main character to die, and he loses his life in the final
confrontation vrith Dracula(Clemens 182).
Thus, Lucy plays an important role in the plot ofDracula in that she is the first
main character to be attacked by the Count,the first main character to die, and the only
protagonist to succumb to Dracula’s curse. Furthermore, it is important to note that Lucy
is the link that brings the story together. Her correspondence with Mina, whom the reader
already knows as Jonathan’s wife,connects the first part ofthe book, which is comprised
of Jonathan’s experiences while staying at Count Dracula’s Transylvanian castle and his
letters to Mina, with the second part ofthe story, which deals with the circumstances of
Lucy s death and the group’s subsequent decision to dnve Dracula out ofEngland. In
other words, Lucy’s death brings everyone together.
In addition to Lucy’s significance to the plot ofDracula, she plays an important
role as a foil to Mina. There are, ofcourse, similarities between the two friends. As
Clemens points out,“like Mina she [Lucy]is also a generous and kind-hearted woman
who extends her sympathy to old and young alike”(173), and, because they are both so
“kind-hearted,” both women are able to gain the love, respect, and devotion ofthe men in
the novel. Arthur, Seward, and Morris evidence their love and respect for Lucy when
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they all, separately, ask for her hand in marriage on the same day. Lucy describes
Seward’s proposal in her letter to Mina in the following way:
He told me how dear I was to him,though he had known me so little, and
what his life would be with me to help and cheer him. He was going to tell
me how unhappy he would be ifI did not care for him, but when he saw
me cry he said that he was a bmte and would not add to my present
trouble.(Stoker 75)
Later in the same letter, Lucy describe Quincey Morris’s proposal. She relates,“Before I
could say a word he began pouring out a perfect torrent oflove-making,laying his very
heart and soul at my feet”(77).
In addition to asking for her hand in marriage, Arthur, Seward, and Morris show
their devotion to Lucy when they willingly agree to donate a sigmficant portion oftheir
own blood to her, and Seward and Morris make this sacrifice despite the fact that Lucy
rejected their marriage proposals. When Van Helsing tells Arthur that Lucy needs the
transfusion, Arthur responds by saying simply,“‘Ifonly you knew how gladly I would
die for her

(160), and Seward relates the experience of donating his blood to Lucy

in his journal when he writies: “It was with a feeling of personal pride that I could see a
faint tinge ofcolour steal back into the pallid cheeks and lips. No man knows till he
experiences it, what it is to feel his own life blood drawn away into the veins ofthe
woman he loves”(168-9). Quincey Morris and even Van Helsing, despite his short
association with Lucy, both similarly give their blood to Lucy without any hesitation.
These same men. Van Helsing, Seward, Arthur, and Morris, also prove their devotion to
and respect for Mina when they readily risk their lives and follow Dracula back to his
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home in Transylvanian in an effort to save Mina from suffering the same horrible fate as
Lucy.
Thus, Mina Murry Harker and Lucy Westenra are both good,kind-hearted young
women who are loved and admired by in the men in their lives for their womanly virtues,
such as compassion and benevolence. However,the differences between the two female
protagonists of Dracula are more significant than the similarities they share. While Mina
is frequently praised, both by the male characters in the novel and by critics, for her
man-like” intelligence and resourcefulness, Lucy,though sweet, lacks the ambition,
understanding, and problem-solving ability that makes Mina stand out. Unlike Mina, who
knows shorthand, uses a typewriter, and memorizes train schedules, Lucy’s range of
knowledge seems more limited to the traditional “domestic sphere” of matters with which
women traditionally concerned themselves. As Valdine Clemens astutely writes in Return
ofthe Repressed^ “Lucy ... appears rather childish in comparison to Mina, and her letters
and diary (which she begins in imitation of Mina)suggest a more limited range of
observation and reflection”(173). Mina is, overall, more disciplined, purposeful, and
mature than her wealthy companion.
A possible explanation for this difference between Mina and Lucy is that they
come from completely opposite backgrounds. As previously mentioned, Mina was
orphaned as a young child and,therefore, came from a disadvantaged social position and
worked her way up into society. Lucy, on the other hand, grew up as a member of a
family of superior social standing and never knew anything other than comfort and
security. The fact that Arthur Holmwood,a man who will eventually possess a hereditary
title, proposes to Lucy is a clear indication of her family’s elevated social position, and it
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IS important to remember that Lucy and Mina came to be friends after Mina was hired to
teach Lucy (Clemens 173). In short, in Dracula, Mina has had experiences in the
“working sphere,” and she has had to provide for herself. Her pupil, on the other hand,
has been sheltered all of her life and is relatively naive when it comes to matters outside
of the “domestic sphere.” This lack ofreal-world experience and know-how is
detrimental to Lucy in the end when she is forced to fight for her life and her soul. As
Clemens explains,“Lucy is the weaker character largely because she has led a more
privileged and less demanding life than her fnend”(173). In a sense, Mina’s harsh
upbringing leaves her stronger (physically and emotionally)and more resilient to
Dracula’s attacks. Perhaps the disparity between Lucy and Mina’s upbringings accounts
for one reason that Mina was able to survive Dracula’s assaults, when Lucy, even with
four blood transfusions, could not(Clemens 173).
It is clear that Lucy does not fit into the category ofthe “New Woman” in the
same way that Mina does. There are, however, a few places in Dracula where it is clear
that Lucy, like Mina, is struggling with the changing gender roles ofthe Victorian Era.
Though Lucy seems contented in the novel to be relegated to the “domestic sphere and
though she is accustomed to being taken-care-of(even to the extent ofhaving four
different men supply her blood),“Even naive and girlish Lucy,” as Hurley puts it, “shows
something of a New Womanly sexual appetite when she asks,‘Why can’t they let a girl
marry three men or as many as want her, and save all this trouble?”’(Stoker qtd. in
Hurley 201). Hurley then goes on to say,“[0]ne is not surprised when vampire-Lucy
lures one of her former suitors with “voluptuous wantonness”(Stoker qtd. in Hurley
201), and Clemens depicts Lucy as a beautiful and charmingye/ww^fatale^^(173). Even
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Lucy herself must admit that she might come across as somewhat ofa coquette in one of
her letters to Mina when she is describing Quincey Morris’s proposal. Lucy confesses,“I
know Mina you will think me a horrid flirt—^though I couldn’t help feeling a sort of
exultation that he was number two in one day”(Stoker 77).
Thus, in Bram Stoker’s Dracula, aspects of both female protagonists’
personalities fall into the category ofthe “New Woman.” Mina’s intelligence, education,
and work experience align her with the more traditional feminist goals embraced by the
“New Woman,” such as education and meaningful employment for women”(Hurley
200). Lucy’s multiple marriage proposals and her comment that she would like to be able
to marry all the men who want her, on the other hand, associate Lucy with the more
radical “New Woman” beliefthat‘Svomen ‘had a right to... enjoy physical intimacy
both within and outside mamage (Hurley 201). Furthermore,these two women, who
represent two different aspects ofthe “New Woman,” are treated quite differently in the
novel. As previously mentioned,the plot ofDracula seems to support the idea of
women’s liberation in that Mina educates herself, finds employment for herself, and only
gets in trouble when the men in her life underestimate her and try to keep her out ofthe
hunt for Count Dracula. In the end, Dracula is killed, Mina is restored to purity, her soul
is saved, and she and Jonathan name their first-born child, a boy, after Quincey Morris.
Lucy’s fate, however,is much less pleasant than Mina’s. First, Lucy’s death is
long and drawn out, as Dr. Seward and Van Helsing save her from the brink of death four
times by blood transfusions before she finally expires. To make matters worse, Lucy’s
mother dies shortly before she does,so Lucy has to deal with the loss of her mother while
she, herself, is dying. Secondly, Lucy’s transformation into a vampire begins even before
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she dies, and, in her last few days, Lucy switches back and forth between moments of
consciousness, when she is still the sweet young girl she was in life, and
unconsciousness, when she is the demon she will become in death. Seward describes one
of these episodes in his journal:
And then insensibly there came the strange change which I had noticed in
the night. Her breathing grew stertorous, the mouth opened, and the pale
gums,drawn back, made the teeth look longer and sharper than ever. In a
sort of sleep-waking, vague, unconscious way she opened her eyes, which
were now dull and hard at once,and said in a soft voluptuous voice, such
as I had never heard from her lips:
“Arthur! Oh, my love, I am so glad you have come! Kiss me!
(Stoker 211-12)
Seward goes on to explain that Van Helsing picks up on the discrepancy between Lucy’s
expression of love and ‘"the siren tone of her voice” and prevents Arthur fi-om kissing his
dying fiancee (Clemens 176). Vampire-Lucy goes into a rage when Van Helsing
intercepts Arthur, but, before she dies, Lucy returns to consciousness one more time and
thanks Van Helsing for protecting Arthur.
Once Lucy has died, however, her suffering is not yet finished. She is buried in
Hampstead cemetery, and she immediately begins to rise from her coffin at night and
attack children (Davenport-Hines 259-60). As Van Helsing explains to Seward, Morris,
and Arthur, Lucy is not dead, but undead. Finally, Van Helsing convinces his three
compamons to accompany him to the cemetery one night, and they catch vampire-Lucy
in the act offeeding on a child. Seward describes the transformed creature they encounter
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at the graveyard as,“Lucy Westenra, but yet how changed. The sweetness was turned to
adamantine, heartless-cruelty, and the purity to voluptuous wantonness”(Stoker 277).
Seward then goes on to describe the scene that ensues:
When Lucy—I call the thing that was before us Lucy because it bore her
shape—saw us she drew back with an angry snarl...; then her eyes
ranged over us. Lucy’s eyes in form and colour, but Lucy’s eyes unclean
and full of hell-fire, instead ofthe pure, gentle orbs we knew

As she

looked, her eyes blazed with unholy light, and the face became wreathed
with a voluptuous smile

With a careless motion,she flung to the

ground, callous as a devil, the child that up to now she had clutched to her
breast....
She still advanced, however,and with a languorous, voluptuous,
grace said:
Come to me, Arthur. Leave these others and come to me. My
arms are hungry for you. Come and we can rest together. Come my
husband, come!”
There was something diabolically sweet in her tones—something
of the tinkling of glass when struck

(278)

Only when, after witnessing this horrible scene, Arthur drives a stake through Lucy s
heart is she finally edlowed to rest and “take her place with the other Angels (Angel
code for the traditional ideal woman/wife)(283).
After considering the horrible ordeal that Lucy is forced to endure and the
wretched monster she temporarily becomes,one can clearly understand why many

was
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femininist critics feel that, in Dracula,“Lucy is punished for expressing overt sexual
desire”(Clemens 173). In life a flirt, the un-dead Lucy is described in highly sexualized
tones and referred to as “voluptuous,”‘Svanton,” and “languorous.” Ofcourse, the shedevil desires blood and not sex, but, as Hughes relates,“In the unconscious mind blood is
commonly an equivalent for semen”(147). The extremely sexual description ofvampireLucy does seem to imply that, in death, Lucy is being punished for her coquettish
behavior in life, and many critics are very critical ofLucy’s flirtatious tendencies. For
example, Nina Auerbach insists that‘“As a vampire, Lucy the flirt is purified into Lucy
995

the wife’ and that ‘for the first time she wants her prospective husband and no one else
(Auerbach qtd. in Hughes 146).
Though Auerbach’s observation is astute, it is also important to remember that
Dracula is an epistolary novel, and one must keep in mind the speaker when evaluating
statements. For example, all ofthe descriptions the reader gets of vampire-Lucy as a
highly-seductive siren come from the journal of Dr. Seward, one of her rejected suitors.
E)r. Seward, of course, claims that he feels absolutely no ammosity toward Lucy for
breaking his heart, but it is just as difficult to believe that Seward does not resent Lucy’s
picking his good friend, Arthur Holmwood,over himself as it is to accept that three
different men proposed to Lucy on the same day without any encouragement whatsoever
from her.
Furthermore, the three female vampires that Jonathan encounters during his stay
in the Count’s Transylvanian castle are equally as sexual, if not more so,than vampireLucy, and the reader is given no information as to whether they were flirtatious in life or
not. Hurley describes the seductive female vampire trio as “sexual aggressors who attack
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Jonathan Harker with rapacity and ‘deliberate voluptuousness”’(201), and DavenportHines points out that “The V2impiric foreplay enjoyed in the Balkans by ... Jonathan
Harker is tantamount to the joys of a naughty spree: sybaritic group sex, in a Parisian
brothel with bedroom mirrors and toys cannot have been much different in Victorian
male fantasy” (258). Thus,considering Seward’s past history with Lucy and similarities
between the “voluptuous” vampire-Lucy and the “voluptuous” female vampire trio at the
Count’s Transylvanian castle, it seems likely that the highly sexualized nature of
vampire-Lucy is not meant to serve as commentary on her flirtatious personality in life.
Instead, vampire-Lucy and Dracula’s sexy vampiric trio both represent Victorian male
apprehensions about the changing role of women in their society.
In fact, as Hurley explains, much ofthefin-de-siecle Gothic contends with male
fears about the “New Woman” movement in a “displaced fashion through its numerous
representations of monster women and she-devils.” Hurley argues that the “New
Woman” was often vilified in literature for her “unwomanly sexual app>etites”(201). One
must keep in mind that,just as the roles of women were evolving during the Victorian
Era, so were the roles of men,and “masculinity and virility [were] in crisis (Dotting,
Aftergothic” 283). Thus, it is perfectly logical that figures such as vampire-Lucy and the
female vampire trio would represent both Victorian men’s fantasies and their greatest
fears. The aggressive sexual forwardness ofthese she-devils would have seemed a
welcome change to the prim and proper conduct of most Victorian ladies. However,to
quote Hurley one more time, the “inappropriately aggressive femininity” of women such
as the female vampires “requires as object an effeminized version of masculinity”(203).
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Thus, when Jonathan Harker encounters the three sister-vampires, he can do nothing but
lie passively and wait for one ofthem to bite him.

(

(

In conclusion, although Dracula is a fictional stoiy about vampires with very few
female characters, it certainly addresses the controversial issue ofthe struggle between
traditional and “New Woman” gender roles during the Victorian period. Mina,the
primary female protagonist, is uneasy about the changing gender roles ofher time. In the
novel, she is still nostalgic for the traditional separation of men and women’s spheres, but
she is also a “New Woman” by virtue of her skills and intelligence. Overall, she
represents a compromise between the old and the new roles for woman. More moderate
than her affluent friend, Lucy, Mina is saved at the end ofthe story, and goes on to live
happily with her husband and produce a healthy baby boy. Lucy, on the other hand, is an
extension of the female characters in Lewis’s The Monk. She represents female desire and
sexuality, and, in the end, she is punished for her “New Womanish” sexual appetite by
victimization and then brutal destruction. In fact, the graphic nature ofthe scene where
Arthur stakes vampire-Lucy, eliciting a “hideous, blood-curdling screech” firom the open
red lips of the writhing “Thing” in his deceased fiancee’s coffin, drives home Stoker’s
point that male society of the Victorian age is better prepared to accept woman in the
public sphere where she can advance their interests and her own,than to accept female
sexuality. Thus, Bram Stoker, in Dracula, continues the critique of women’s roles in
society that Horace Walpole began in The Castle ofOtranto.
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CHAPTER V
Conclusion
Gothic has long confronted the cultural problem ofgender distinction,including
what they mean for western structures of power and how boundaries between the
genders might be questioned to undermine or reorient those structures. Even as
early as The Castle ofOtranto ... women are the figures most fearfully trapped
between contradictory pressures and impulses.
-Hogle,“Introduction” The Cambridge
Companion to Gothic Fiction(9)
Bram Stoker’s Dracula addresses the contentious issue ofthe Victorian conflict
between traditional and “New Woman” gender roles. The female protagonists, Mina and
Lucy, embody the different aspects ofthe “New Woman” movement, but they also
exemplify the internal struggle between these two theories ofa woman’s role in society.
Many women of the Victorian period must have experienced a similar internal struggle.
Thus, the female characters in Dracula^ as well as those in The Castle ofOtranto and The
Monk^ provide readers with insight into the roles women played in society at the time
when the novels were written.
Through the female characters in their respective works, Horace Walpole,
Matthew Lewis, and Bram Stoker express their concerns about the oppressed position
women experience in their societies and the lack ofcontrol women possess over their
own

destinies. Walpole, through the character of Hippolita, portrays the problems that

occur when mothers have no input in their children’s upbringings as well as the
insufficiency of submissive wives who make their husbands, not their children, their
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pnmary concern. Furthermore, he expresses his fears about the fact that women had no
control over their own lives through Isabella and Matilda, and he addresses the problems
associated with male control through the self-serving father figures of Manfred and
Frederic. In The Monk^ Matthew Lewis depicts female desire and draws the distinction
between women with “permissible” desire for “sexually appropriate” objects and women
with “repressed desire,” which cannot be satisfied. Female characters such as Agnes,
Elvira, and Marguerite are examples of women with “permissible” passion, and their
main problems arise from the fact that they are not in control oftheir own lives. The
Prioress, Beatrice, and Donna Rodolpha all have unquenchable desire for inappropriate
objects, and their unappeasable passion exacerbates their problems. Finally, in Bram
Stoker’s Dracula^ women,such as Mina,take a more legitimate role in public(male)
society, but female sexual desire, such as Lucy’s, is still punished. In each case, the
authors were responding to questions about women’s status and issues regarding their
roles that were current and compelling in their time. In the cases of Walpole and Lewis,
the authors drew on their own beloved mothers’ negative experiences in male-dominated
society.
One cannot underestimate the effect that these Gothic novels may have had on
efforts to liberate women from the repressive conditions society imposed upon them.
Although The Castle ofOtranto, The Monk, and Dracula are all fictions, they were
certainly very popular at their respective times and experienced lasting success. For
example, Walpole’s novel spawned a completely new genre ofliterature, and The Monk
was so controversial that, after its initial publication, it did not appear in an unexpurgated
edition until 1950. Finally, Bram Stoker’s Dracula has become the standard by which all

HoIbert75

subsequent vampire novels are judged(Hughes 143), and it has been adapted into
numerous film versions, which are popular even today(Kaye 180). These novels, though
written in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries have nourished a tradition ofsocial
criticism

in particular regarding status and treatment of women—that thrives still today.
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